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1 Introduction
The pathways leading to family formation have changed considerably in the last few decades.
Increasing rates of cohabitation, separation, divorce and remarriage over most of this period
have given rise to an increase in the frequency and complexity of family types in the Australian
community. One such family type that has increased in prevalence is the stepfamily.
In 2008, the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) estimated that stepfamilies accounted for
8 per cent of all families with at least one child aged less than 18 years. However, this figure is
likely to be an underestimate given that ABS definitions do not take into account stepfamilies
where a child of one parent lives with the parent for part of the time, and difficulties associated
with capturing data that adequately reflects the complex living arrangements and diversity of
these families.2 Nonetheless, despite difficulties in measuring the exact number of stepfamilies,
it is generally accepted that this family type is emerging as a prominent group in the Australian
population.
In the past, research on stepfamilies has mainly focused on their status as a subgroup of separated
families, rather than as a group in their own right. However, relationships between children and
stepparents tend to be more complex than other separated family types, and the multifaceted
nature of stepfamily relationships gives rise to a range of issues, which warrants separate analysis
of this group.
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The complexity of the stepfamily relationship has been explored in Australian and overseas
studies, although Australian studies are limited in quantity and relevance to this particular study.
It has been argued that the mother–child relationship may be poorer in stepfather families than in
lone-parent families due to:
w

the difficulty in defining parenting roles when a stepfather is present

w

the erosion of the mother–child bond

w

the difficulty for the mother to balance the needs of children with the stresses of re-partnering
with an adult who is not the biological father of the children (Howden 2007).

There may also be complex financial arrangements in stepfamilies, where the voluntary nature
of the stepparent’s financial contribution to the household or to stepchildren does not mirror
the assumptions underpinning government policy. For example, Centrelink assumes that when a
partner is in residence, he will support a lone parent and her children even though he has no legal
obligation to do so. Negotiating these arrangements may cause additional emotional and financial
stresses on the household (Murphy 1998).
As a result of the dynamics associated with a complex family structure, couples in which one
partner is a stepparent of one or more children in the household are more likely to separate than
couples in intact families (Coleman, Ganong & Fine 2000)3 and couples in stepfamilies are more
likely to be in de facto relationships rather than being legally married.4
Given that previous research discusses the complexity of stepfamily relationships, it is
hypothesised that the wellbeing of adolescents with prior experience of living in a stepfamily
is likely to be lower than for adolescents raised in intact families. It is also hypothesised that
outcomes for adolescents in stepfamilies will be poorer than those observed for lone-parent
families who remained single post-separation.
To test this hypothesis, this research focuses on two indicators of wellbeing: education and
early independence. While we recognise that family structure is more consequential for some
domains than for others, and that a range of measures may be used to examine different aspects
of wellbeing, for the purposes of this analysis we restrict our reporting to findings based on
these two indicators. These factors were chosen as they are not only separately related to future
achievements over the life course, but are also interrelated because leaving home at a young age
may interfere with educational attainment (Keirnan 1992).
This research extends studies conducted in Australia on early home leaving (Young 1987) and
associations observed between educational attainment and child and adolescent outcomes
reported from overseas. This research explores educational aspiration as well as educational
attainment, and it examines a gradient of independence for Australian youth by including youth
who were living at home but were financially independent, who were living independently with
parental financial support, or who were fully independent. This research also provides comparison
between lone-parent and stepfather families by uniquely contrasting young people who had ever
previously experienced living in a stepfather family group with youth from lone-parent families who
had never re-partnered.
The paper uses a unique data source created through the Youth in Focus project. The Youth in
Focus data was created with the overarching goal of improving understanding of the consequences
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of growing up in disadvantaged economic, social and demographic circumstances in early
adulthood and thus provides a sound data source that can be used to examine the two indicators
of education and early independence.
This paper is structured in the following way. First, we provide an overview of the literature and
describe previous findings on the relationships between outcomes for children and stepfamily
experience. We will also justify our choice of indicators and the importance of educational
attainment and early independence in predicting the future success of children and youth. Next, we
will describe the data source and present descriptive statistics and multivariate estimation results.
Finally, we will discuss our results and draw conclusions.

2 Literature overview
The literature was reviewed to discover material relating to child wellbeing in stepfamilies, why
education is important, and examine the transition to independence for Australian youth.

Child wellbeing in stepfamilies
A number of studies5 have sought to quantify the effects of different family types on child
outcomes by comparing child wellbeing in two-biological-parent intact families with lone-parent
families and stepfamilies. However, in most cases this research has been conducted overseas
and is therefore limited in its application due to differences in economic environments and social
norms. Australian research in this field is restricted, primarily by absence of good quality data
that allows for direct quantitative comparison of these groups and analysis of the complex issues
particular to different types of separated families.
In general, Australian and American literature concludes that children growing up in separated
families rate poorly on a range of indicators compared with those raised in intact families
(Bjorklund & Sundstrom 2002; Keirnan 1992; McLanahan & Sandefur 1994; Marks, GN 2006;
Marks, NF 1995; Pryor & Rogers 2001). Within separated family types, studies show a range of
outcomes across various domains for children raised in stepfamilies compared with children raised
in lone-parent families. For example, one pool of American studies (Case, Lin & McLanahan 2000;
Coleman, Ganong & Fine 2000) shows outcomes for children raised in stepfamilies at comparable
levels to those observed for children from lone-parent families, while others (Hofferth 2006;
Manning & Brown 2006) show stepfamilies performing at higher levels than lone-parent families.
A third pool of studies (Brown 2006; Keirnan 1992) shows stepfamilies performing at lower levels
than lone-parent families.
It is likely that different family types share some characteristics that contribute to poorer youth
outcomes while other characteristics are uniquely related to a particular family type. For example,
in the United Kingdom, Pryor and Rogers (2001) argued that poorer outcomes for children growing
up in separated families are associated with family instability. An American study (McLanahan &
Sandefur 1994) found that for lone-parent families, poor outcomes for children were mainly driven
by economic disadvantage, whereas for stepparent households, the presence of a second adult
may redress much of the income deficiency, but seemingly not poor outcomes for children. In the
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case of reconstituted families, poor family relationships and conflict may explain these differences.
For example, Keirnan (1992) found that one in five males and one in five females in stepfamilies
cited ‘friction in the home’ as the main reason for leaving home early.
Overall, the literature highlights four main theories that provide a rationale for associations
between parental separation and poor outcomes for children: the parental loss theory, the
selection theory, the ineffective parenting theory, and the inadequate resources theory.6
w

Parental loss theory provides causal explanations for negative relationships observed between
family dissolution and poor outcomes for children on a range of measures. The theory focuses on
factors related to the emotional upheaval of the separation process and the loss of one parent.
Proponents of this theory may stress reasons for poor outcomes associated with the loss of the
biological parent’s income, time, social and human capital.

w

Selection theory focuses on factors associated with an increased risk of relationship breakdown
that are also independently related to poor child outcomes. In a range of longitudinal studies
of children before and after separation, children from separated families were more likely to
show disadvantage years before separation (see Pryor & Rogers 2001). Thus it is likely that
children whose parents separate are likely to be disadvantaged across a range of observed and
unobserved parental characteristics that also predispose them to poor outcomes. Examples
of characteristics might include low socioeconomic status, poor neighbourhood environment,
mental illness, family violence and antisocial behaviour.

w

Ineffective parenting theory proposes that poor outcomes are due to ineffective parenting.
Proponents of this theory argue that because stepfamilies are less well institutionalised than
traditional nuclear families, and they lack role definition and social norms, this interferes with
effective parenting behaviour. These types of families are also often characterised by high levels
of conflict between parents, and between parents and children.

w

Inadequate resources theory proposes that poor outcomes observed for separated families
are due to inadequate resources. In the case of lone-parent families, lack of resources is due
to loss of resources contributed by a second adult. However, for stepfamilies, even though
the presence of a second adult in the household in most cases adds more resources than they
consume, parents invest less in stepchildren than in biological children. Thus lack of resources
or inadequate resource sharing contributes to the poorer outcomes observed for children from
separated families.

Research that explores different aspects of these theories is not consistent in its findings. For
example, in their critical review of father absence, Sigle-Rushton and McLanahan (2002b) found
some support for the parental loss theory, given that children of widowed parents fare worse than
those in two-parent families. However, Bjorklund & Sundstrom (2002) found lower educational
attainment for separated families was mainly due to selection factors, including parents’ age at
the birth of their children. GN Marks (2006) observed sizeable negative effects on educational
achievement scores for reconstituted families after controlling for both socioeconomic background
and material resources, suggesting influences over and above contextual factors and resources
associated with family structure were operating to explain the poorer outcomes observed. In
contrast, other studies examining school attainment of stepchildren and half-siblings in blended
families have argued that although there are differences in behavioural problems related to
family structure, school achievement was associated with demographic and economic factors that
differed across families (Ginther & Pollack 2000; Hofferth 2006).
4
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In support of the parental loss and ineffective parenting theories, the presence of an older
half-sibling has been found to negatively affect educational outcomes for all children, but
especially for the older half-siblings if they are on the mother’s side. Bjorklund and Sundstrom
(2002) argue that this result implies that domestic conflict and competition for a mother’s time has
a greater impact on educational outcomes for the older sibling. Further, this impact is not offset by
any child support paid by the non-resident father for the older half-sibling, which overall increases
household economic resources.
Thomson and colleagues provide additional support for the parenting effectiveness theory in
their 1994 American study. They found that parenting practices account for practically none of the
disadvantage associated with living in a lone-mother family, but between 13 and 35 per cent of
the disadvantage associated with living in a stepfather or mother–partner family. It appears that,
particularly in the early phases of stepfamily formation, authoritative parenting is difficult for
stepfathers to adopt and is less likely to occur in stepfamilies overall, even by biological parents
(Pryor & Rodgers 2001). Difficulties with parenting are also reflected in other aspects of family
relationships, with stepparent families usually exhibiting lower levels of warmth and support and
stepfathers competing with children for a mother’s time and energy, further compromising the
mother’s ability to parent effectively (Sigle-Rushton & McLanahan 2002a).
Support for the ineffective parenting theory can be found in Brown’s 2006 American study.
Brown found that, after controlling for adolescent characteristics, moving out of a cohabitating
stepfamily into a lone-parent household was not harmful for adolescents and was associated
with improvements in school engagement. However, Brown also found that the negative impact
of moving into a cohabiting stepfamily from a lone-mother family decreased adolescent wellbeing
and was greater than that experienced by those who moved into a married stepfamily. The research
proposed two main reasons why cohabiting stepfamilies may be a more unstable family type.
First, the role of the cohabiting partner is more ambiguous than that of a married stepparent and
this may affect parent–child relationship quality and parental supervision. Second, the economic
wellbeing of children is much lower, on average, in cohabitating stepfamilies than in married
stepfamilies (Manning & Brown 2006).
In contrast, other studies found positive impacts on parenting by stepfathers. Funder (1991) found
that mothers perceived new partners as a support in parenting and a willing provider of material
resources, while Weston and Funder (1990) reported greater life satisfaction and wellbeing for
re-partnered mothers. White and Gilbreth (2001) suggest that in acquiring a good relationship with
a stepfather, a child acquires an effective parent, although the cross-sectional evidence presented
in this study may mean that well-adjusted children are more likely to develop positive relationships
with their stepfathers.
Sun and Li (2008) support the inadequate resource theory. They argued that shortage of parental
resources during the post-divorce period was either completely or partially responsible for
the negative divorce effects observed in their study. In fact, economic support is a consistent
predictor of positive outcomes for children overall; however, the transfer of economic resources in
stepfamilies is particularly complex. Re-partnered families often include an additional salary but
the wellbeing of the child depends upon whether the additional adult contributes more than they
consume and whether the benefits of having an additional salary in the family are shared with
the stepchild. Given that cohabiting stepfamilies are a more unstable family form than married
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stepfamilies, it is likely that children have less access to all family members’ resources and may
experience more disruptions to their economic wellbeing (Manning & Brown 2006). However,
transfer of economic resources from adults to children, even in married stepfamilies, is likely to be
different than in families with either one or two biological parents.
A stepfamily structure does not always mean lower economic resources for stepchildren in
comparison to coupled biological families. For example, in some cases cohabiting stepfamilies may
provide a better family structure for children than cohabiting biological families. In an American
study, Manning and Brown (2006) present evidence that children in cohabiting stepfamilies may be
drawn out of poverty because, in general, cohabiting stepfathers have higher levels of education
and earnings than do cohabiting biological fathers. One explanation Manning and Brown proposed
is that women with children from a previous relationship favour men with more stable economic
prospects, whereas women who cohabit and then have children may less often use economics as
a criterion for cohabitation. This conjecture requires further exploration in the Australian context
given the differences in social security systems between these two countries.
Although these theories provide various explanations for the different outcomes researchers
observe in children from separated families, it is also likely that the number of changes in
family form is relevant to explaining poorer child outcomes. Some aspects of change likely to be
experienced by families when they separate and re-form are captured in some of the theories
proposed to explain associations between parental separation and poorer outcomes for children;
however, there are other likely effects that are not fully captured.
American studies have found that changes in family structure lead to changes in the availability
of household resources, changes in parenting behaviour, disruption of family routine, increase
in family stress, conflict and the need for adjustment to new family roles (Brown 2006; Rally &
Wildsmith 2004). Family transitions may also lead to residential mobility whereby children may
lose contact and support from friends and adults, including family members and those beyond the
family. In their review of Australian and international studies, Pryor and Rogers (2001) conclude
that children who experience transitions are at risk of developing long-term difficulties over many
domains of development and achievement. They further contend that children who experience
multiple transitions are most at risk of poor educational outcomes, poor relationships and poor
behaviour, as these effects appear to be cumulative.
The timing and duration of these transitions may also be important, although the prevailing
evidence is inconclusive. Some studies argue that the effects of divorce are greater on young
children than adolescents (Allison & Furstenberg 1989). Others show large negative socioeconomic
consequences of growing up in post-divorce families on adolescents (McLanahan & Sandefur 1994;
Sun & Li 2008). A third group of studies shows no additional effects associated with the age of
children at divorce (Furstenberg & Teitler 1994).

Why education is important
Researchers and educators recognise that young people who fail to complete Year 12 experience
difficulty in making the transition from school to post-school education and training and long-term
employment. Over the last 20 years, those who have not completed school have increasingly found
it hard to gain secure jobs and have faced a greater risk of exclusion in a society that requires
6
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active learning well beyond the school years (Lamb, Dwyer & Win 2000). School non-completers
are more likely to experience extended periods of unemployment, be restricted to a narrow field of
occupations and end up reliant on government income support (Lamb, Dwyer & Win 2000). Further,
despite increases in women’s educational and labour force participation over the last 20 years,
female non-completers remain at higher risk of disadvantage. This is because male non-completers
are more likely to secure an apprenticeship, participate in some form of post-school education and
training, be employed for most of their first post-school year and remain employed across their first
four post-school years, and be less restricted in terms of their occupation compared with female
non-completers (Lamb, Dwyer & Win 2000).
Although there have been substantial changes in rates of school non-completion over the last
20 years, a small but persistent group of early school leavers remains in the Australian population.
In 2007, the ABS reported that 25 per cent of secondary school students starting Year 7/8 did not
complete Year 12, with non-completion rates for female students being lower (19 per cent) than
the corresponding rate for male students (30 per cent). In general, the reasons young people leave
school vary. In 2001, the ABS reported that over 45 per cent of people aged 15 to 24 years who had
not completed Year 12 left school because they had or wanted a job, 23 per cent cited difficulties
with schooling, and a further 18 per cent cited personal and/or family reasons.
Overall, Lamb, Dwyer and Win (2000) found that the main indicators of school non-completion
were strongly related to social background, gender and type of school. Consistent associations
between early school leaving and family characteristics were found for young people from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds where the parents were often in unskilled work (manual rather than
professional or managerial occupations), families with parents who have a limited amount of
formal schooling, and families with a low level of income.
There is also a greater tendency for males not to complete school than females, particularly for
students attending government schools rather than those in Catholic or non-Catholic private
schools, and for children attending school in particular states and territories (Tasmania and the
Northern Territory). Conversely, the long-term trend in Australia for young people from non–English
speaking backgrounds is to have higher levels of educational attainment; this is thought to reflect
migrants’ higher educational aspirations.
Many studies looking at educational outcomes also find relationships between family structure
and poor educational attainment, some of which have been discussed previously. Generally,
children who grow up in stepfamilies and lone-parent families score significantly lower on a range
of educational measures and are less likely to graduate from high school than children with two
biological parents (Marks, GN 2006; Sigle-Rushton & McLanahan 2002a).

Transition to independence for Australian youth
Over the last 20 years, changing social trends—higher rates of participation in higher education,
delayed marriage and parenthood, and the rising cost of housing—have contributed to increases
in the number of adult children remaining at home. For example, in 2001, 30 per cent of people
in their twenties lived at home, compared with 21 per cent of people in this age group who lived
at home in the mid 1970s (ABS 2005). A higher proportion of people were also living in group
households in 2001 compared with the mid 1970s, suggesting a shift towards a transitional living
7
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arrangement after leaving home but before forming partnerships for most Australian youth.
Despite these trends, a small but significant number of young people leave home to establish
independent households. The ABS (2000) reported that in 1999, 13 per cent of 15 to 19 year olds
did not live at home and that young women living independently outnumbered young men in all
age groups. In the Youth in Focus sample, in 2006, about 19 per cent of the cohort of 18 year olds
no longer lived at home.
Previous studies identified links between family structures and leaving home behaviour (Young
1987); for example, in 1991 Aquilino found that most forms of non-intact family structure in
childhood substantially raised the likelihood of leaving home before 19 years of age. In the same
study, Aquilino (1991) found that family structure influences the pathways out of the parental
home: children from lone-parent and stepparent homes are more likely than children from intact
families to establish independent households after leaving and less likely to leave to attend school.
The reasons for leaving home early are critical to defining poor outcomes, especially with respect
to the level of support the young person continues to receive from their family. For example,
leaving home early to continue education may lead to positive outcomes. Early independence
due to conflict, with little continuing financial or emotional support from parents, can lead to
interference with education, unemployment and lower levels of financial security (Young 1987). For
this reason, several measures of independence—financial independence, living independently but
with financial support from parents, and full independence—are included in this study.
Young’s 1987 Australian research identified three main categories of influences on leaving home
that are controlled for in this analysis: education and economic activity; family background; and
attitudes and conflict. Although leaving home behaviour for young adults in 2006 is likely to be
somewhat different than that observed in 1987 due to changes in social and economic factors,
Young’s 1987 study provides a useful framework upon which to define relevant factors that should
be included in this research.

3 Data sources and limitations
The data used in this analysis was created through the Youth in Focus project,7 one of the aims of
which was to increase understanding of the ways in which economic and social disadvantage might
be transferred from one generation to the next. The Youth in Focus project provides a rich data
source to support this study due to the unique linking of administrative information and survey
data.
The administrative data source—the Second Transgenerational Data Set (TDS2)—was created from
Centrelink administrative records. The TDS2 links the records of a cohort of almost
130,000 Australian children born between 1 October 1987 and 31 March 1988 to the administrative
records of their parents. The TDS2 provides good coverage of the Australian birth cohort for the
period, noting that the TDS2 excludes a small number of children in the birth cohort from
high-income families whose parents have never claimed income support or family payments.
The survey data includes information collected from a stratified random sample of families that
appeared at least once in the TDS2 since 1991. At the time of writing, one wave of data was
available for analysis,8 with a further two waves of data collection planned over the next
8
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two years. Respondents were asked to provide information on topics such as employment;
education; physical and mental health; attitudes and values; family relationships and other
psychosocial factors; children’s experiences while growing up; and neighbourhood and school
quality.
The sample is stratified based on the youth’s exposure to income support since birth (see
Table 1). Category A covers youths with no income support history and captures youths who appear
in Centrelink administrative records due to their parents claiming family payments for them at
least once since their birth or where the youth has received an income support payment in their
own right. At the other end of the scale, in terms of income support exposure, category B covers
youths with heavy exposure to parental income support of more than six years in total since 1998.
The remaining categories (C to F) report on the characteristics of youth with a gradient of exposure
between these two extremes, designed to sample youths with differing levels and timing of
exposure. Where descriptive statistics are included in this paper, they are weighted by the inverse
probability of sample selection to take account of oversampling of the stratification categories.
Table 1:

Proportion of youth across income support(a) stratification categories

		
Stratification category
Stratum code

Proportion
in TDS2 (%)

Proportion in
sample (%)

No parental income support history

A

40.9

25.2

Heavy exposure to income support
of more than 6 years

B

27.5

36.1

First exposure to income support after 1998

C

8.5

12.9

First exposure to income support between
1994 and 1998 and less than three years
of income support in total

D

8.5

10.3

First income support exposure prior to 1994
and less than 6 years of income support in total

E

9.5

9.9

First exposure to income support between 1994
and 1998 and more than three but less than six
years of income support in total

F

5.1

5.7

(a)

Income support includes any benefits paid under Social Security or Family Assistance Law but excludes
family payments, Carer Allowance and maternity payments.

Note:

TDS2=Second Transgenerational Data Set.

Source:

Breunig et al. 2007.

Data to support this research was derived from young adults’ survey responses and their linked
administrative data. Additional information available from parent survey responses was not used
in this research as restricting the analysis to matched parent–child pairs almost halved the sample
size and introduced sample bias.
The final weighted sample included 4,079 youths consisting of 2,322 intact families, 632 stepfather
families, 576 lone-parent families and 549 other families. Results are presented for four family types:
w

Intact families: Youth living in intact families included all youths who reported that they had
lived with both their parents since birth. Generally this category would include parents who were
the biological parents of the youth, but in some cases adopted youth would also be included.
9
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w

Lone-parent families who have never re-partnered: The category of lone parent was assigned
to those youths who were born into a lone-parent family or whose parents separated after the
young person’s birth but their primary parent never re-partnered. It is important to note, when
interpreting the results, the distinction between the lone-parent families in this study and a more
traditional snapshot view of lone-parent families. In the latter case, cross-sectional studies of
lone parents usually group lone parents who have re-partnered on one or more occasion during
the young person’s life but are un-partnered at the time of survey.

w

Stepfather families: Stepfather families in this study included all youths who reported that they
were currently or had ever lived with a stepfather. As such, this category included youths who
may also have resided in a lone-parent family or intact family at different times since their birth.
It may also include those who reside in blended families, but these families are unable to be
separately identified due to deficiencies in the data set.

w

Other families: The other families group includes all families who were not included in the
other three family groups. For example, this category included stepmother families (almost
one-quarter of this family group) who were treated separately to stepfather families for a
range of reasons, including their small sample size, missing data for control variables relating
to the characteristics of biological mothers, and findings of different results for stepmother
and stepfather families in previous studies (Case, Lin & McLanahan 2000). For these reasons,
analysis of the stepmother family group will be the subject of further research. The other family
category also included youths who were raised in foster families or by close relatives. The
analysis of this latter group will not be the focus of this paper due to the range and diversity of
families included in this ‘catch all’ group.

Child, family and neighbourhood characteristics were included in the multivariate analysis as
controls (see Table 2). Due to the large number of relevant variables contained in the Youth in
Focus data set, a large number of sociodemographic and attitudinal variables could be included in
the model. Where variables refer to characteristics of the primary parent, in almost all cases this
refers to the characteristics of the biological mother. In a small number of cases the primary parent
may be a father or someone who is not a biological parent. For simplicity, the terms primary parent
and mother are used interchangeably.
Although the Youth in Focus data provide a rich source of information, the data imposed some
limitations on the analysis:

10

w

The data only capture whether the focal youth had, at any time, lived with a stepparent and
therefore do not allow examination of the longevity or timing of the stepfamily and lone parent
experience. Further, the data only allowed identification of children in the family who were cared
for by the primary parent. Thus it could not identify if the focal youth lived in a blended family
that may have included half-siblings and stepsiblings.

w

The findings, in terms of our dependent variables, are restricted to relationships that can be
observed in young adults, given that the effects of prior experience of living in a stepfamily may
not be seen at age 18 and/or have not yet materialised. For this reason, outcomes chosen for this
analysis measure effects that are closely linked to factors most relevant to youth and that are
important to observe at this point in their life.

w

The study only focuses on the first time the respondent left home and, given the age of study
participants at the time of the first survey, it is likely that some will return home one or more
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times, especially those who have not achieved financial independence (Young 1987). As it could
not be determined which youths were likely to return home, all individuals who had indicated
that they had left home were included in the analysis.
w

The quantity and quality of contact with the non-resident parent is unavailable in the Youth in
Focus data set.

Relationships between some of these factors and the measures chosen in this analysis have been
identified in the literature, although evidence is far from conclusive. If relationships between these
factors and the outcome measures exist, which are also associated with family type, our results are
likely to overstate the effect of family structure. However, a wide range of relevant variables was
included in the analysis and some of these may capture aspects of these relationships.

4 Descriptive analysis
Table 2 presents descriptive statistics on the relationship between family type and individual family
and neighbourhood characteristics.
Table 2:	Characteristics of focal youth, by family type
			Family type
Variables

Intact
families
(n=2,322)

Male		
0.50
Female		
0.50
Indigenous
0.02
Non-Indigenous
0.98
Australian born
0.89
Born in main English-speaking countries
0.03
Born in other countries
0.08
Number of siblings
1.99
Overall health
Excellent
0.29
Very good
0.40
Good		
0.25
Fair/poor
0.06
Number of schools attended
2.78
Number of houses lived in
3.56
Relationship with mother
1.55
Overall school performance
Above average
0.50
Average		
0.46
Below average
0.04
Mother’s age at birth (years)
28.40
Primary parent a teenage mother at birth
0.02
Mother’s education when youth aged 14 years
Had a certificate/qualification
0.43
Finished Year 12
0.21
Not finished Year 12
0.31
Can’t say
0.04

Stepfather	Lone-parent	Other
families
families
families	Total
(n=632)

(n=576)

(n=549)

(n=4,079)

0.46
0.54
0.06*
0.94*
0.94*
0.03
0.03*
2.28*

0.47
0.53
0.04
0.96
0.92*
0.03
0.05*
1.85

0.41*
0.59*
0.06*
0.94*
0.87
0.04
0.09
2.04

0.48
0.52
0.03
0.97
0.90
0.03
0.07
2.02

0.20*
0.37
0.30
0.13*
4.00*
8.10*
1.77*

0.25
0.39
0.25
0.11*
3.03*
4.96*
1.71*

0.24
0.34
0.32*
0.10*
3.89*
7.49*
1.90*

0.27
0.39
0.26
0.08
3.10
4.78
1.63

0.36*
0.56*
0.08*
25.30*
0.13*

0.40*
0.52
0.08*
28.55
0.03

0.33*
0.57*
0.09*
27.58*
0.06*

0.45
0.49
0.06
27.92
0.04

0.38
0.15*
0.39*
0.08*

0.46
0.16*
0.33
0.05

0.39
0.18
0.34
0.09*

0.43
0.20
0.33
0.05
11
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Table 2:	Characteristics of focal youth, by family type (continued)
			Family type
Variables

Intact
families
(n=2,322)

Mother’s employment when youth
aged 14 years
Working		
0.69
Not working but once worked
0.22
Other (never worked/can’t say)
0.09
Mother’s occupation when youth
aged 14 years
Manager		
0.03
Professional/associate
0.30
Tradesperson/farmer
0.04
Clerical, sales and services employee
0.36
Labourer
0.09
Homemaker/housewife
0.05
Other (including unemployed)
0.13
Income support stratification category (IS)
A		
0.55
B		
0.14
C		
0.07
D		
0.10
E		
0.09
F		
0.04
Type of school attended
Government
0.61
Catholic		
0.23
Other		
0.16
Remoteness category
Major cities
0.59
Inner regional areas
0.26
Outer regional areas
0.12
Remote/very remote areas
0.02
State of residence
New South Wales/
0.32
Australian Capital Territory
Victoria		
0.28
Queensland
0.19
South Australia
0.03
Western Australia/Northern Territory
0.08
Tasmania
0.10
SEIFA index of disadvantage
1006.34
Notes:

Stepfather	Lone-parent	Other
families
families
families	Total
(n=632)

(n=576)

(n=549) (n=4,079)

0.64*
0.27
0.09

0.65
0.23
0.12

0.58*
0.25
0.17*

0.67
0.23
0.10

0.03
0.26
0.03
0.34
0.11
0.04
0.19*

0.02
0.31
0.04
0.29*
0.12
0.03
0.19*

0.04
0.25
0.04
0.29*
0.10
0.04
0.24*

0.03
0.29
0.04
0.34
0.09
0.04
0.16*

0.11*
0.51*
0.08
0.07*
0.16*
0.07*

0.18*
0.47*
0.15*
0.06*
0.07
0.07*

0.19*
0.52*
0.09
0.06*
0.08
0.06

0.41
0.27
0.09
0.09
0.09
0.05

0.79*
0.12*
0.09*

0.72*
0.17*
0.10*

0.72*
0.16*
0.12

0.66
0.20
0.14

0.54
0.28
0.15
0.03

0.63
0.25
0.11
0.02

0.57
0.25
0.16
0.02

0.59
0.26
0.13
0.02

0.30

0.34

0.33

0.32

0.26
0.22
0.03
0.08
0.10
996.40*

0.26
0.18
0.03
0.08
0.11
1001.59

0.21*
0.23
0.03
0.10
0.11
993.65*

0.27
0.20
0.03
0.08
0.10
1002.99

Mean values, adjusted for sample stratification.
The number of observations (n in parentheses) refers to the size of the sample or related sub-samples
without adjusting for stratification; some variables may have missing values.
* Significantly different from the intact families at the 5 per cent level.
For the definition of the income support stratification categories (A–F) see Table 1.
SEIFA=Socioeconomic Index for Areas.

Source:
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Individual characteristics of the focal youth
Table 2 shows that there were small but insignificant gender differences and small but significant
differences in Indigenous status. In particular, young adults from stepfather families are more
likely to have Indigenous backgrounds (6 per cent) compared with those raised in intact families
(2 per cent).9
Country of birth was divided into Australian born, main English-speaking countries (Canada,
Ireland, New Zealand, South Africa, the United Kingdom and the United States), and the remaining
countries. Young adults from stepfather families and lone-parent families were more likely to
be Australian born (94 per cent and 92 per cent respectively) compared with those who grew up
in intact families (89 per cent). Young adults from stepfather families and lone-parent families
were also less likely to be born in non–English speaking countries, possibly reflecting cultural
differences in marital separation rates.
The number of siblings was included in the analysis to control for the effects of family size (Marks,
GN 2006). As sibling data were derived from the TDS2 data, these results include all siblings who
were cared for by the primary parent of the focal youth. As such, it is likely that the larger number
of siblings observed for youths from stepfather families reflect the presence of half-siblings and
stepsiblings. Young adults from stepfather families had the largest number of siblings of all the
family type groups (2.3); intact families averaged fewer than 2.0 children per family (significantly
lower than stepfather families); and youth from lone-parent families reported 1.8 siblings per
family (not significantly different from intact families).
The health of the focal youth was derived from self-reported overall health condition. This variable
was included in the model to control for possible effects on educational attainment and the youth’s
ability to achieve financial independence. Youth from intact families were the least likely to report
poor health and youth from the other three family types were significantly more likely to report
poor health.
Stability in living and schooling arrangements was captured by including variables for the number
of times the youth had moved and the number of schools attended. On average, focal youth from
stepfather families had lived in twice as many houses (8.1) as youth from intact families (3.6) and
significantly more houses than youth from lone-parent families (5.0)—possibly reflecting family
transitions associated with relationship breakdown and reformation. They were also significantly
more likely to report attending a larger number of schools (4.0) compared with intact (2.8) and
lone-parent families (3.0).
A summary measure of the overall quality of youths’ relationships with their primary parents was
developed. Although this information was reported by focal youth for all parents, only the variable
relating to the relationship between the youth and their mother was included, given that there was
a high percentage of missing data for youths with non-resident fathers and the higher correlation
observed between mothers’ characteristics and youth outcomes compared with fathers’. Results
were scored on a scale ranging from 1 to 5, where 1 categorised the relationship as ‘always friendly’
and 5 categorised the relationship as ‘never or hardly ever friendly’. Young adults from stepfather
families and lone-parent families reported significantly poorer quality relationships with their
mother (mean score of 1.7 and 1.8 respectively) compared with young adults from intact families.
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Overall, self-rated school performance was included to capture aspects of ability. Lower
proportions of youth from stepfather families (36 per cent) and lone-parent families (40 per cent)
reported above average school performance compared with youth from intact families
(50 per cent).

Parental characteristics
A range of characteristics was included in the model to capture previously observed relationships
between parental characteristics and the wellbeing of children and young adults.
The analysis examined differences between family type and the mother’s age at the birth of the
focal youth, and also whether the mother was a teenager at the time of the focal youth’s birth.
Mothers of focal youth raised in stepfather families were significantly younger in age at the birth of
the focal youth (25.3) compared with focal youth from intact families (28.4). In contrast, there were
no significant differences in the average age at birth for mothers in lone-parent families compared
with intact families.
Consistent with findings on mothers’ age, mothers of focal youth from stepfather families had
substantially higher rates of teenage motherhood (13 per cent) compared with focal youth from
intact families (2 per cent). The link between teenage motherhood and poor partnering outcomes is
well known in Australia (Bradbury 2006; Hewitt, Baxter & Western 2005), with teenage motherhood
consistently linked to a lower likelihood of being legally married and to higher separation rates. It
is likely that older mothers are less likely to re-partner and this is a factor leading to their selection
into the lone-parent group. In contrast, mothers from stepfather families were more likely to have
had their children early, have experienced the breakdown of the relationship with the biological
father of the child and have re-partnered, which gives rise to their selection in the stepfather group.
Three variables captured mothers’ education, employment and occupation when the focal youth
was aged 14 years. Previous studies have found relationships between mothers’ education,
employment and skill level and the educational attainment and age that their children leave home
(Lamb, Dwyer & Win 2000). In this study, mothers from lone-parent families were more highly
educated than mothers from stepfather families. There were small differences in employment
participation rates of mothers in each family type, but larger differences were observed between
mothers’ occupations. Mothers of focal youth from stepfather and lone-parent families were
significantly more likely to be unemployed than mothers of focal youth in intact families
(19 per cent compared with 13 per cent).
The family’s economic status was derived from the TDS2, which categorised the focal youth
based on the intensity of their income support history, as described previously. Income support
stratification category was chosen over family income as it provided a summary measure of the
focal youth’s economic situation since birth. However, it could not be determined whether periods
of high exposure to income support coincided with changes in family structure, or whether focal
youth with high exposure to income support had lived in periods of relative economic prosperity.
It appears that young adults from stepfather families were more likely to have had higher rates
of exposure to income support across all categories (see Table 2). In particular, they were more
likely to have heavy exposure to income support (51 per cent) and at rates more comparable to
lone-parent families (47 per cent) compared with young adults in intact families (14 per cent), with
14
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one exception. Lone parents were less likely to have early exposure to income support, possibly
reflecting higher income associated with pre-separation circumstances.

Neighbourhood characteristics
To capture the characteristics of the neighbourhood in which the focal youth lived, the variables
for remoteness and neighbourhood disadvantage—from the 2001 Socioeconomic Index for Areas
(SEIFA) index of disadvantage10—were included. Although there were no significant differences
across remoteness categories, focal youth from stepfather families were significantly more likely to
live in disadvantaged areas compared with focal youth from intact families.
State of residence and type of school were also included to capture differing educational settings
and standards between states and territories and private and public schools. Although few state
differences were evident, variation in the type of school attended was evident. Focal youth from
stepfather and lone-parent families were more likely to attend government schools and less likely
to attend Catholic schools compared with focal youth from intact families.
In summary, based on bivariate associations, it appears that young adults from stepfather families
were more likely to report characteristics that are associated with disadvantage compared with
young adults from intact families. They were more likely to have experienced higher levels of
instability in schooling and housing, live in disadvantaged areas, have younger and more poorly
educated mothers, have higher exposure to income support and have more conflicted parent–child
relationships. Interestingly, focal youth from lone-parent families report characteristics that are
between those reported by focal youth from stepfather families and intact families, with several
marked exceptions. There were no significant differences between lone-parent and intact families
in terms of age of mothers, rates of teenage motherhood, disadvantage score of the area in which
they lived, mothers’ employment when the youth was 14 years old, and early exposure to income
support. Lone mothers were also more likely to have high levels of post-school qualifications and
low rates of education below Year 12 at levels comparable with mothers from intact families rather
than mothers from stepfather families.

Dependent variables
The dependent variables examined were education and independence.

Education
Two categorical variables—educational attainment and educational aspiration—were chosen to
capture aspects of focal youths’ education at 18 years of age. Figure 1 presents years of completed
schooling up to Year 12 and Figure 2 presents the young person’s reports of their expected level of
education.
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Figure 1:	Highest year of school completed, at age 18 years, by family type
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Youth in Focus Survey 2006.

Figure 1 shows that a smaller proportion of youth from stepfather families had completed Year 12
(57 per cent) compared with all other family types, with focal youth from intact families reporting
the highest Year 12 completion rates (84 per cent). Focal youth from lone-parent families reported
Year 12 completion rates (74 per cent) that were higher than those reported by focal youths from
stepfather families, but lower than those reported by focal youth from intact families.
Given the age of the focal youth, the second educational response variable was included to
examine educational aspirations, which extended to post-school qualifications, noting that a
number of youth may exceed or fail to obtain their aspirations.
Figure 2:	Focal youths’ aspirations of educational achievement level, at age 18 years, by family type
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Figure 2 shows that a lower proportion of focal youth from stepfather families reported that they
expected to achieve a university education (33 per cent) compared with focal youth from intact
families (56 per cent) and lone-parent families (46 per cent). A higher proportion of focal youth
from stepfather families had aspirations of achieving a certificate or TAFE qualification
(43 per cent) and education of Year 11 or below (8 per cent) compared with focal youth from intact
families (29 per cent and 2 per cent respectively). Focal youth from lone-parent families reported
educational aspirations that fell between reports of focal youth from intact families and stepfather
families.

Independence
The Youth in Focus Survey captured aspects of independence experienced by focal youth by
categorising the 18 year olds into one of four main groupings (see Figure 3). The first group
comprised those focal youth who were financially dependent on their parents and lived at home
with one or more parents. The second group comprised focal youth who still lived at home but paid
rent, and the third group comprised focal youth who were living independently but still received
some financial assistance from their parents. The final group included those focal youths who were
fully independent from their parents. In all cases, financial independence referred to independence
from parents and not independence from income support payments.
Figure 3:	Focal youths’ independent status, at age 18 years, by family type
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Youth in Focus Survey 2006.

Higher proportions of focal youth from stepfather and lone-parent families reported that they were
independent from their families across all categories of independence compared with focal youth
from intact families. However, there were differences between the separated family type groups,
with higher proportions of focal youth from stepfather families reporting that they had left home

17

australian social policy no. 8

but were receiving assistance (15 per cent), or were fully independent (15 per cent) compared with
focal youth from lone-parent families (11 per cent and 6 per cent respectively). Similar proportions
of focal youth from stepfather families and lone-parent families reported that they lived at home
and were paying rent (35 per cent and 34 per cent respectively), while lower proportions of focal
youth from stepfather families reported that they were fully dependent (34 per cent) compared
with focal youth from lone-parent families (49 per cent).

Reasons for independence
Of the 17 per cent of young people in the sample from intact, lone-parent and stepfather families
who reported that they lived independently, almost 43 per cent of males and 57 per cent of females
from intact families and 41 per cent of males and 40 per cent of females from lone-parent families
reported leaving home for educational reasons. In comparison, only 12 per cent of males and
20 per cent of females from stepfather families reported that they left home for educational
reasons (see Table 3).
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Table 3:

Percentage of focal youth who had left home, by reason, family type and gender

Reasons
All focal youth living independently

Intact
families

Stepfather	Lone-parent
families
families

Males	Females Males	Females Males	Females
(n=118) (n=171) (n=74) (n=118) (n=42) (n=60)

For educational reasons

42.9

56.9

12.4

20.2

41.2

39.7

For employment reasons

24.9

7.1

23.0

8.1

11.9

8.0

Just wanted to move away and be independent

17.5

16.8

32.9

30.9

30.2

21.0

Unable to live at home because of poor relationships 7.1

8.9

31.8

29.3

14.8

13.7

Wanted to live with a partner

3.6

9.0

0.0

8.1

0.0

13.2

Parent moved out

3.0

3.5

5.4

2.3

2.0

1.5

I was asked/told to leave (unspecified)

1.2

0.9

0.0

1.9

0.0

0.0

Fell pregnant/had a baby

0.6

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

3.0

Unable to live at home for economic reasons
or no space

0.0

0.8

2.4

1.5

4.4

1.3

All focal youth living independently
without family financial support

Males	Females Males	Females Males	Females
(n=40) (n=51) (n=38) (n=63) (n=11) (n=27)

For educational reasons

20.6

32.4

12.7

7.8

26.4

25.5

For employment reasons

20.5

11.6

18.2

7.8

27.6

3.5

Just wanted to move away and be independent

31.7

30.2

38.7

28.7

25.2

28.2

Unable to live at home because of poor relationships 16.2

12.1

35.8

39.8

30.0

15.0

Wanted to live with a partner

1.7

17.8

0.0

14.4

0.0

13.6

Parent moved out

4.1

3.1

5.3

3.1

0.0

3.5

I was asked/told to leave (unspecified)

0.0

0.0

0.0

2.0

0.0

0.0

Fell pregnant/had a baby

1.9

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

7.1

Unable to live at home for economic reasons
or no space

0.0

0.0

2.5

1.6

0.0

3.5

Note:

Multiple answers were allowed, so totals might be more than 100.

Source:

Youth in Focus Survey 2006.

The most common reasons young people from stepfather families reported for leaving home early
were that they wanted to move away and be independent (31 per cent of males and 33 per cent of
females) or they were unable to live at home because of poor relationships (32 per cent of males
and 29 per cent of females). Table 3 also shows that the proportion of focal youth reporting poor
relationships as a reason for leaving home was higher when the reports of focal youth who were
fully independent were examined.
It should be noted that these reports reflect reasons for leaving which apply overall to the
family home unit and cannot be attributed with certainty to mothers or fathers. However, there
is evidence of higher levels of conflict between particular family members when relationships
between focal youth and each parent were examined.
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First, as presented in Table 2, relationships between young people and their mothers were
poorer for focal youth from stepfather and lone-parent families compared with intact families.
Second, further analysis revealed that although focal youth reports of their relationship with
their stepfather were restricted to those who were still residing in a stepfather family, there was
evidence that these relationships were also poorer than relationships between focal youth and
biological fathers in intact families. For example, over 80 per cent of focal youth still living at home
in intact families reported that their relationship with their father was always or often friendly,
whereas for focal youth currently living in stepfather relationships, less than 70 per cent reported
their relationship with their stepfather as always or often friendly. These reports are likely to
be underestimates of the level of conflict in stepfather families overall due to the high number
of young people who had previously lived in a stepfather family who had already left home for
reasons relating to conflict.

Poorer educational outcomes associated with early
independence
Table 4 shows the interaction between education and independence for the focal youth. Focal
youth who were fully independent were significantly less likely to have attained Year 12
(42 per cent) compared with focal youth who were dependent on their parents (86 per cent). There
was also an association between educational attainment and the level of independence. Focal
youth who were financially independent but living at home were less likely to have attained Year 12
(61 per cent) than focal youth who were living independently but receiving financial support from
parents (72 per cent). These results reflect the higher number of focal youth working or receiving
unemployment benefits in the financially independent category, as against the larger number of
focal youth who left home to continue their education in the financially supported category.
Table 4:	Highest year of school completed, by independence status
		Financial	Living	Fully
	Dependent
independence
independently
independent
(n=2,153)
(n=1,156)
(n=446)
(n=324)
(%)

(%)

(%)

(%)

5.2

16.6

13.7

28.7

Year 11

9.2

22.5

13.5

28.7

Year 12

85.6

60.9

72.4

42.3

School completed
Year 10 or below

Source:

Youth in Focus Survey 2006.

Along with lower educational attainment, evidence of negative outcomes for focal youth associated
with early independence is found when examining income support reliance. Among those focal
youth who reported being fully independent, over 53 per cent were receiving an income support
payment and over 83 per cent had once received an income support payment, both much higher
than the sample average (28 per cent and 53 per cent respectively). Although these percentages

20

Achievement, aspiration and autonomy: youth from stepfather families

might appear high, it should be noted that income support recipients includes students who were
receiving Youth Allowance while engaged in education. Future enhancement of the administrative
data will allow for separate analysis of unemployed and student recipients of income support.

5 Multivariate analysis
An ordered logistic model was used for the multivariate analysis. Table 5 shows the estimation
results of the baseline models, which only contain the family type variables.
The findings are generally consistent with those shown in Figures 1 to 3: the differences between
intact families and all other family types are highly significant in all the selected outcome
indicators—completed school levels, expected educational attainment and independence.
Table 5:	Estimation results of youths’ educational attainment, educational aspirations,
and independence, by youth characteristics—baseline models
Variable

School	Expected	Living	Financial	Overall
completed education level independently independence independence

Family type
Intact families

Reference

Stepfather families

–1.33***

Lone-parent families
Other families
Number of observations
Notes:

Reference

Reference

–0.85***

1.14***

–0.57***

–0.38***

–1.18***

–0.67***

4,074

3,685

Reference

Reference

0.74***

1.28***

0.40***

0.45***

0.63***

1.39***

0.66 ***

1.31***

4,078

4,078

4,078

* Significant at 10 per cent level; ** significant at 5 per cent level; *** significant at 1 per cent level.
School completed includes three levels: Year 10 or below, Year 11, and Year 12.
Expected education level has four categories: Year 11 or below, Year 12, Certificate or TAFE, and university
degree.
Living independently and financial independence are dummy variables.
Overall independence includes four levels: dependent, living at home but paying rent, not living at home
but getting assistance from family, and independent.

Source:

Youth in Focus Survey 2006.

Estimation results for the full models are reported in Table 6. When controlling for a range of
individual, family and neighbourhood characteristics, the differences between intact families and
stepfather families remain highly significant across most of the outcome indicators, although
the size of the coefficients reduces in magnitude. The exception is the result for financial
independence, which becomes marginally significant after including the control variables.
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Different results are observed for youth from lone-parent families. As for stepfather families, the
size of the coefficients decreased markedly when the control variables were included. However, in
contrast to the results for stepfamilies, after controlling for individual, family and neighbourhood
characteristics there were no significant differences between lone-parent and intact families on
the measure of educational aspiration and only marginally significant differences for educational
attainment. Significant differences remained between youth from lone-parent families when
compared to youth from intact families on the measures of living independently and overall
independence.
To make the results easier to interpret, predicated probabilities for average youth from different
family subgroups in the sample were calculated and are discussed below. The full predicted
probability results are included in the appendix.
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Reference
0.71***
0.43***
1.06***
Reference
0.39***
Reference
0.24
Reference
–0.11
–0.72***
0.06*
Reference
0.14
0.22
0.51***
–0.01
0.06***
0.01
Reference
–0.27**
–0.31

Reference
–0.47***
–0.19
–0.26**
Reference
0.54***
Reference
–0.29
Reference
0.41*
0.39**
–0.04
Reference
0.03
–0.15
–0.13
–0.02
–0.001
–0.01
Reference
–1.09***
–1.72***

Reference
0.20**
0.29*

Reference
0.05
0.17
0.25
0.01
0.01
0.02

Reference
–0.09
–0.81***
0.15***

Reference
0.22*
0.23*
0.17
Reference
–0.27***
Reference
0.21

Reference
0.14*
0.41***

Reference
0.02
0.11
0.38
0.003
0.05***
0.03

Reference
–0.05
–1.01***
0.11***

Reference
0.69***
0.44***
0.90***
Reference
–0.04
Reference
0.19

School	Expected	Living	Financial	Overall
completed
education level
independently
independence
independence

Family type
Intact families
Reference
Stepfather families
–0.65***
Lone-parent families
–0.31**
Other families
–0.75***
Male
Reference
Female
0.77***
Non-Indigenous
Reference
Indigenous
–0.65***
Country of birth
Australian born
Reference
Born in main English-speaking countries 0.05
Born in other countries
1.38***
Number of siblings
–0.12***
Overall health
Excellent
Reference
Very good
–0.07
Good
–0.51***
Fair/poor
–0.82***
Number of schools attended
–0.05**
Number of houses ever lived in
–0.03***
Relationship with mother
0.03
School performance
Above average
–
Average
–
Below average
–

Variable
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–0.04
0.0003
Reference
–0.41***
–0.25**
0.22
Reference
–0.02
0.31
Reference
0.46
1.18***
0.61
0.50
0.39
0.29
Reference
–0.13
–0.19
–0.22
–0.12
0.09
Reference
–0.24*
0.30**

0.07
–0.001
Reference
–0.34***
–0.38***
–0.63***
Reference
–0.04
0.002
Reference
–0.03
–0.19
–0.16
–0.44**
–0.04
–0.44*
Reference
–0.28**
–0.01
–0.09
–0.10
–0.33**
Reference
0.42***
0.18

Reference
–0.24**
–0.27**

Reference
0.66***
0.49***
0.23
0.40***
0.27

Reference
0.03
0.16
–0.02
0.25
0.36
0.10

Reference
0.07
0.20

–0.03
0.0002
Reference
0.19*
0.25***
0.36**

Reference
–0.44***
–0.03

Reference
0.34***
0.25**
–0.05
0.03
0.22

Reference
0.12
0.51*
0.17
0.09
0.15
–0.01

Reference
0.03
0.27

–0.10**
0.001*
Reference
–0.21**
0.09
0.21

School	Expected	Living	Financial	Overall
completed
education level
independently
independence
independence

Mother’s age at birth
0.14***
Mother’s age at birth squared
–0.002***
Had a certificate/qualification
Reference
Finished Year 12
–0.17
Not finished Year 12
–0.40***
Can’t say
–1.08***
Mother’s employment when youth aged 14 years
Working
Reference
Not working but once worked
0.03
Never/can’t say
–0.17
Mother’s occupation when youth aged 14 years
Manager
Reference
Professional/associate
–0.12
Tradesperson/farmer
–0.40
Clerical, sales and services employee
–0.13
Labourer
–0.52*
Home maker/housewife
–0.63*
Other
–0.15
Income support stratification category
A
Reference
B
–0.46***
C
–0.31*
D
–0.12
E
–0.37**
F
–0.24
Type of school attended
Government
Reference
Catholic
0.55***
Other
0.30**

Variable
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Source:

(a)
Notes:

–0.32***
0.20**
–1.25***
–0.21
–0.09
–0.01
0.00001
3,395

Reference

Reference
0.28**
0.53***
–0.15
–0.15
0.07
–0.03*
0.00001*
3,760

Reference
–0.34***
–0.24**
–0.47**

Reference
–0.26**
–0.09
–0.61**

0.03
0.19
0.01
0.37**
0.10
0.04**
–0.00002**
3,745

Reference

Reference
0.65***
1.10***
1.10***

–0.21**
0.25**
0.04
0.02
–0.04
0.003
–2.03e–06(a)
3,745

Reference

Reference
0.02
–0.06
0.28

–0.22**
0.34
0.10
0.21
0.22*
0.03***
–0.00002***
3,745

Reference

Reference
0.47***
0.82***
0.77

School	Expected	Living	Financial	Overall
completed
education level
independently
independence
independence

–2.03e–06 means –0.00000203.
* Significant at 10 per cent level; ** significant at 5 per cent level; *** significant at 1 per cent level.
‘–’=Not included.
Very small figures were reported to the first non-zero digit.
School completed includes three levels: Year 10 or below, Year 11, and Year 12.
Expected education level has four categories: Year 11 or below, Year 12, Certificate or TAFE, and university degree.
Living independently and financial independence are dummy variables.
Overall independence includes four levels: dependent, living at home but paying rent, not living at home but getting assistance from family, and independent.
For the definition of the income support stratification categories (A–F) see Table 1.
SEIFA=Socioeconomic Index for Areas.
Youth in Focus Survey 2006.

Remoteness
Major cities
Inner regional areas
Outer regional areas
Remote/very remote areas
State of residence
New South Wales/
Australian Capital Territory
Victoria
Queensland
South Australia
Western Australia/Northern Territory
Tasmania
SEIFA
SEIFA squared
Number of observations

Variable

Table 6:	Estimation results of youths’ educational attainment, educational aspirations, and independence, by youth characteristics—full models
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As shown in Table A1 in the Appendix, there was a significant negative relationship between
non-intact family type and educational attainment. The probability of an average young adult
attaining Year 12 decreased from 82 per cent for youth from intact families to 57 per cent for youth
from stepfather families, with the probability of attaining Year 12 for lone-parent families falling
within these two extremes at 73 per cent.
Similar associations were observed between non-intact family type and educational aspiration. The
probability of a youth reporting that they expected to achieve a university education was predicted
to be 54 per cent for youth from intact families compared with only 35 per cent for youth from
stepfather families and 46 per cent for youth from lone-parent families. In contrast, the probability
that a youth would report a low educational aspiration of Year 11 or below was almost 7 per cent for
youth from stepfather families, over twice the probability that a youth from an intact family would
report a low educational aspiration.
There was a significant positive relationship between living independently and non-intact family
type. The probability that a youth would be fully dependent was almost twice as high if the youth
was from an intact family compared with youth from stepfather families (65 per cent compared
with 36 per cent). In contrast, the probability that a youth from an intact family would be fully
independent was only 3 per cent compared with 7 per cent for a youth from a lone-parent family
and 15 per cent for a youth from a stepfather family.
Other interesting results were observed in relation to the control variables. When controlling for a
range of family characteristics and family type, females were more likely to achieve higher levels
of education, have higher educational aspirations, and be living independently, but were less
likely to be financially independent than males. In contrast, Indigenous status was only negatively
correlated with educational attainment, suggesting variables other than Indigenous status
explained differences in youth outcomes on the other measures.
The descriptive statistics indicated that family structure was associated with country of birth;
however, when controlling for the effects of family structure, young adults born in non–English
speaking countries still achieved at higher levels than young adults born in English speaking
countries on all measures.
After controlling for individual, parental and neighbourhood characteristics, poorer health and
housing instability were associated with lower achievement on the measure of educational
attainment and living independently, while school instability was only relevant to educational
attainment.
Older parental age at birth was positively associated with school achievement and negatively
associated with full independence over and above the effects of other variables included in
the models. Lower educational attainment of mothers was negatively associated with youths’
educational achievement, educational aspiration and living independently, but positively
associated with financial independence. However, differences in mothers’ employment status were
not significantly related to any of the measures once the other variables were taken into account.
Heavy, early and late exposure to income support was negatively associated with educational
attainment, whereas heavy exposure to income support and exposure at primary school ages was
negatively associated with educational aspiration. Exposure to income support was positively
related to financial independence across most stratification categories; however, whether the
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young adult was living independently was not significantly associated with any category of
income support exposure. Heavy and late exposure to income support was associated with full
independence.
Significant associations between non-government schools and the measures remained after
controlling for family characteristics and family structure. Although remoteness was not
independently associated with family type, when control variables were included in the models,
all remoteness categories were associated with poorer outcomes across all measures compared
with major cities. In terms of disadvantaged neighbourhood, small differences in SEIFA indices
remained for the measures of educational attainment, living independently and full independence.
Various tests—such as using a sub-sample of youths whose primary parents were also interviewed,
instead of all youths; including fewer or more explanatory variables; and using continuous
variables instead of dummy variables or vice versa, for example, age of mother at birth as against
teenage motherhood—were also undertaken to check the robustness of the main findings. The key
findings were generally consistent.

6 Discussion
This research provides a contemporary, Australian perspective to the findings of studies conducted
overseas that examine different aspects of wellbeing for young adults growing up in stepfamilies
compared with lone-parent and intact families.
The results of this study support findings of previous research, which show that young adults from
separated families achieve lower levels of education and higher levels of independence compared
with youth from intact families (Coleman, Ganong & Fine 2000; Keirnan 1992; Marks, NF 1995;
Pryor & Rogers 2001; Young 1987). However, the results contrast with previous studies that show
similar outcomes for children growing up in lone-parent and stepfamilies (Case, Lin & McLanahan
2000; Coleman, Ganong & Fine 2000), and also those that show improved outcomes for children
growing up in stepfamilies compared with lone-parent families (Hofferth 2006; Manning & Brown
2006). Instead, this research finds that youth who had ever lived in a stepfather family are less
likely to attain Year 12, less likely to aspire to achieve a university degree, and more likely to
be financially independent, fully independent and living independently than youth raised in
lone-parent families (Brown 2006; Keirnan 1992). Importantly, the research also found a large effect
of family structure associated with young people’s outcomes observed in this study over
and above that attributable to observed individual, family and neighbourhood characteristics on
these measures.
It is likely that the magnitude of the difference in the positive achievements of youth from
lone-parent families compared with stepfather families in this study reflect the definitions applied
to young people in the stepfamily and lone-parent groups. In many studies, a snapshot of the
relationship status of parents, at the time of survey, defines family structure. As such, lone parents
in a cross-sectional study generally include lone parents who have never re-partnered as well
as those who have re-partnered, but have experienced breakdown of subsequent relationships.
This study used additional information collected in the Youth in Focus Survey, which allowed for
identification of youth with a history of stepfamily experience. To clarify, the stepfamily group
included all youths who reported that they had ever experienced living with a stepfather, and as
27

australian social policy no. 8

such included youths who may have lived with a stepfather in the past but were living in a
lone-parent family at the time of survey. As a result, the lone-parent family group comprised only
those families who had never re-partnered.
The research design was structured in this way for various reasons. It allowed exploration of
additional information collected in the Youth in Focus survey on stepfather experience, which is not
normally available in cross-sectional surveys. More importantly it also allowed for division of young
people based on those who were distinct in terms of the number of changes in family form.
In this study, the poorer achievements of young adults from stepfather families may be reflecting
the effect of stepfamily experience, and also additional transitions associated with multiple family
breakdowns and reformations (Pryor & Rogers 2001). As such, the higher achievement of young
adults from lone-parent families may be reflective of their experience of fewer changes in family
form given that they had, at most, experienced either one family transition when the parental
relationship broke down, or zero transitions in cases where the youth was born into a lone-parent
family.
Along with differences in family stability, another reason for the dissimilarity in outcomes observed
between young people from lone-parent families and stepfather families may be due to selection
factors. The lone-parent families in this study share characteristics that are generally associated
with better outcomes for children. For example, the descriptive statistics show that mothers in
the lone-parent group were, on average, three years older than mothers in the stepfather group
at the birth of the focal youth, had lower rates of teenage pregnancy, were more highly educated,
lived in less disadvantaged neighbourhoods and overall had less exposure to income support.
These characteristics are not traditionally associated with a cross-sectional view of Australian lone
parents, which groups never partnered and separated stepfamilies together.
The descriptive statistics also give some indication that factors associated with a poorer ability
to parent children and material disadvantage are more prevalent in the stepfather group than
the intact family group (lower parental education and skills, higher teenage motherhood,
low socioeconomic status). Some of these factors are also associated with increased risk of
relationship breakdown (see Hewitt, Baxter & Western 2005), which has facilitated their selection
into the stepfather and lone-parent family groups. Although some of these factors were controlled
for in the analysis, it is likely that additional unobserved characteristics associated with observed
characteristics are operating to increase the risk of separation and re-partnering and thus the
probability that they will appear in the stepfather family group.
Given that the ages and education of mothers from lone-parent and intact family groups are
comparable, why are the youth from lone-parent families performing at lower levels than youth
from intact families? First, the majority of young adults from lone-parent families were likely to
have experienced at least one family transition associated with the breakdown of their parent’s
relationship. Second, it is also likely that economic resources are having an impact. Although
detailed income information was not available in this study, lone parents were found to have higher
levels of income support exposure than intact families. These families are also deficient in the
social and human capital normally contributed by a second adult in an intact family. As such, these
findings give some support to the combined effect of the parental loss and inadequate resources
theories. Youth from lone-parent families show poorer outcomes than youth from intact families,
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despite the higher overall socioeconomic status of their lone mother compared with mothers of
youth from stepfather families.
The results of this study also give some support to the conjecture that the effect of stepfamily
formation on early independence and poorer educational outcomes is due to conflict in the family
unit. Consistent with findings from other studies (Keirnan 1992; Sigle-Rushton & McLanahan
2002b; Thomson, McLanahan & Curtin 1994), this research found that young adults from stepfather
families report poorer quality relationships with mothers as well as stepfathers compared with
youth from intact families and are more likely to report conflict as a reason for leaving home.
Interestingly, young adults from lone-parent families also report poorer relationships with their
primary parent, suggesting that conflict is playing a part in early home leaving in lone-parent
families as well.
Of course, early home leaving does not, in itself, necessarily lead to poor outcomes. For example,
leaving home early to continue education with family support is likely to be associated with
positive outcomes. However, where the independent youth lacks financial support from parents,
this study shows that their independence is likely to be associated with lower educational
attainment and higher income support reliance.
This study was unable to examine whether the results provided strong support for the theory of
inadequate resources, although it is likely that both lone-parent families and stepfather families
had lower economic resources, as revealed by their income support receipt history. The model
controlled for some aspects of family income by including youths’ income support exposure
but this variable was not able to support analysis based on whether changes in family income
coincided with stepfamily or lone-parent exposure. It was also unable to provide information
on whether, in times of economic prosperity, due to the addition of a second adult’s income to
a former lone-parent family, this income was transferred to the stepchild in a way that would
normally occur for biological children.
Although this study had some limitations, the multivariate analysis provided some interesting
findings with respect to the control variables. For example, although income support receipt was
associated with family type, this variable was also uniquely related to poorer youth outcomes
over and above the effect of family structure on all measures except for whether the young person
lived independently. The research identified a number of other variables that are uniquely related
to the outcome measures over and above their relationship to family type, a number of which are
amenable to policy intervention.
The findings of this study may be used to inform policymakers and parents about risks associated
with family structure. Although it cannot be determined with certainty from this study how much
risk is due to family instability, selection factors, parenting behaviours and conflict, or inadequate
resources, it can be inferred that there appears to be some risk associated with the stepfather
and lone-parent family types. Some of the risk of poorer outcomes for young adults growing up in
non-intact families is explained by the factors included in these models, while other risk associated
with non-intact family structure remains unexplained.
This study points to several possible entry points for policy intervention. Differences between
separated and intact family types remaining after controlling for a range of family characteristics
indicate that supporting families through parental relationship separation and reformation might
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positively affect the measures examined. This might include programs to assist lone parents
and stepfamilies maintain ongoing positive family relationships, and programs that support and
assist families through the transition period. This study provides evidence that helping families
to manage housing and schooling instability associated with family transition may also result in
improved outcomes for young adults on these measures.
However, it is unproductive to assume that programs aimed at supporting families through
separation and reconstitution processes can influence the entire disadvantage associated with
family type. The research provides evidence that many influential factors, which predate family
separation or reconstitution and are uniquely related to poor outcomes for young adults on these
measures, are simply more prevalent in non-intact family types. Therefore, policies that assist
families to reduce income support reliance, decrease rates of teenage motherhood, and increase
mothers’ education are likely to positively affect educational outcomes and early independence for
young adults growing up in both intact and non-intact family types.
Finally, the Youth in Focus Survey provides an opportunity to examine other aspects of adolescent
wellbeing that might be affected by family type, including measures of early childbirth, delinquent
behaviour, attitudes and values, and health and wellbeing. Further research might also explore the
different aspects of lone parent and stepfamily relationships to determine the relative contribution
of each of the influential factors identified in this research—selection, parental relationship
transition and conflict. Key issues that need more detailed examination include the influence of
gender, the length of time children spend in each family form, the age of the children when they
entered each family type, and the effects attributable to the characteristics of non-resident fathers.
This will be the subject of future research in this area.

30

Achievement, aspiration and autonomy: youth from stepfather families

Appendix
Table A1: Average predicted probabilities: youths’ educational attainment, educational aspirations
and independence, by family type
	Family type
Probabilities
Intact families
		

Stepfather	Lone-parent	Other
families
families
families

School completed
Year 10 or below

0.063 (0.064)

0.205 (0.158)

0.106 (0.092)

0.183 (0.159)

Year 11

0.116 (0.072)

0.226 (0.075)

0.165 (0.081)

0.210 (0.081)

Year 12

0.821 (0.132)

0.569 (0.211)

0.729 (0.168)

0.607 (0.213)

Year 11 or below

0.029 (0.032)

0.068 (0.063)

0.042 (0.046)

0.053 (0.053)

Year 12

0.116 (0.087)

0.213 (0.113)

0.151 (0.100)

0.181 (0.107)

Certificate or TAFE

0.311 (0.107)

0.372 (0.070)

0.345 (0.092)

0.361 (0.086)

University degree

0.543 (0.208)

0.347 (0.191)

0.462 (0.207)

0.405 (0.206)

No

0.880 (0.089)

0.716 (0.166)

0.823 (0.124)

0.671 (0.188)

Yes

0.120 (0.089)

0.284 (0.166)

0.177 (0.124)

0.329 (0.188)

No

0.731 (0.120)

0.582 (0.136)

0.630 (0.128)

0.615 (0.146)

Yes

0.269 (0.120)

0.418 (0.136)

0.370 (0.128)

0.385 (0.146)

Dependent

0.647 (0.162)

0.356 (0.168)

0.494 (0.168)

0.342 (0.184)

Living at home but paying rent

Expected education level

Living independently

Financial independence

Overall independence
0.235 (0.084)

0.323 (0.054)

0.302 (0.064)

0.316 (0.064)

Not living at home but receiving 0.080 (0.052)
assistance from family

0.188 (0.074)

0.131 (0.066)

0.196 (0.078)

Independent

0.133 (0.108)

0.073 (0.064)

0.146 (0.118)

0.038 (0.037)

Note:

Standard deviations in parentheses.

Source:

Youth in Focus Survey 2006.
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Endnotes
1

The data used for this research come from the Youth in Focus Project, which is jointly funded
by the Australian Government Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations,
the Australian Government Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and
Indigenous Affairs, Centrelink and the Australian Research Council (ARC) (Linkage Project
LP0347164) and carried out by the Australian National University. However, the opinions,
comments and/or analysis expressed in this document are those of the authors and do not
necessarily represent the views of the ARC or the Minister for Families, Housing, Community
Services and Indigenous Affairs.

2 For a discussion of the issues relating to counting stepfamilies see Qu & Weston (2005).
3 Although Coleman, Ganong and Fine (2000) did not specifically compare divorce rates for
second marriages for couples with and without stepchildren, it is likely that the presence of
stepchildren is a factor in the breakdown of marriages where stepchildren are present.
4 In 1999, the ABS estimated that 44 per cent of stepfamilies and 26 per cent of blended families
were cohabitating.
5 For a detailed comparison of studies examining the effect of family types on a range of outcome
measures see Pryor and Rogers (2001).
6 See Bjorklund & Sundstrom 2002; Case, Lin & McLanahan 2000; Pryor & Rogers 2001.
7 For a more detailed discussion of the project see Breunig et al. (2007).
8 For an overview of the Youth in Focus data see Cobb-Clark & Sartbayeva (2007).
9 Identification of Indigenous status relies on self-reports by the focal youth and as such is likely
to be underreported as is the case for many Australian data sets.
10 More details of the SEIFA 2001 can be found at the ABS website, <http://www.abs.gov.au/
Websitedbs/D3110124.NSF/24e5997b9bf2ef35ca2567fb00299c59/a17dc48d988ecf63ca256da
d00005ea3!OpenDocument>.
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Carer Payment recipients and
workforce participation
Ruth Ganley
Carers Branch, Department of Families, Housing, Community Services
and Indigenous Affairs

1 Introduction
The shift since the 1980s to caring for people who are aged or with disability in the community has
relied heavily on the availability of informal carers to take on a caring role (AIHW 2003).
The Australian Government provides financial assistance to carers through the income support
system. The main payments available to carers are Carer Payment (CP) and Carer Allowance (CA)
(Edwards et al. 2008). CP is an income support payment available to people who, because of the
demands of their caring role, are unable to support themselves through substantial workforce
participation.
Where the person being cared for is aged 16 years or over, their care needs are assessed using
the Adult Disability Assessment Tool (ADAT). In the case of children under 16 years of age, CP
is available to carers of children with profound disability, or two or more children who together
require a level of care that is at least equivalent to the level of care required by a child with
profound disability. The eligibility criteria are stringent and focus on the high level of care required
by the child. Given these stringent eligibility criteria, people who receive CP in respect of a child
represent only a small proportion of the overall CP population.
The number of CP recipients has increased steadily over time, from around 48,000 in 2000 to
around 131,000 in 2008.
CA is an income supplement available to people who provide daily care and attention at home to a
person with disability or a severe medical condition. CA is not taxable or income and assets tested.
It can be paid in addition to a social security income support payment, but can also be paid to
people who do not receive income support.
Informal carers make an invaluable contribution to society. However, care giving can impact on
carers’ mental and physical health, family and social relationships, labour force participation, and
financial stress (Edwards et al. 2008). Extended periods out of the workforce can in turn lead to
long-term welfare dependency. This is illustrated by the fact that the majority of people who leave
CP receive other income support payments after they stop receiving CP.
One challenging question is how best to support working-age carers to undertake informal caring
while also maximising opportunities for labour force attachment, either while caring or afterwards.
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This research attempts to provide insights on this question by exploring the issues surrounding
workforce participation among an important group of carers, those receiving CP.1
To avoid confusion, throughout this paper the carer who receives CP is referred to as the ‘CP
recipient’, while the recipient of care is referred to as ‘the person being cared for’.

2 Aim
The aim of this project was to explore demographic and other differences between CP recipients
of workforce age who are/are not participating in the workforce, and interventions that could be
developed to assist recipients to engage in paid employment while undertaking caring or when
their caring role ceases. Workforce participation prior to commencement on CP, and how this
changed after commencing CP, was also examined.

3 Methodology
Both administrative and survey information were used for this project. Administrative information
refers to items collected by Centrelink to determine a person’s eligibility for CP. It represents
the most comprehensive, accurate and precise information available on the items collected. In
addition, administrative information is collected for all payment recipients, so provides complete
coverage of all people receiving payment.
The survey information was gathered from interviews with only a sample of those receiving CP.
In addition, interviews were conducted on a voluntary basis, and there were no legal obligations
to provide precise, correct, or independently validated information (such as medical reports). For
these reasons, survey information may not be as robust as administrative information.
Therefore, administrative information has been used in this analysis wherever possible. For this
project, analysis was undertaken of a tailored dataset of longitudinal administrative information
on CP recipients linked with their partners (where applicable) and the people being cared for. This
carer dataset contains fortnightly records for all people who received CP in any fortnight between
21 September 2001 and 9 June 2006. For this analysis, the group of 99,868 people of workforce age
(15–64 years) who were receiving CP on 9 June 2006 was used. Longitudinal information on these
recipients was also used, for example, to track whether they had any earnings during their whole
period on CP.
However, the carer dataset only contains administrative information that is required for
determining eligibility for payments—it does not contain comprehensive information about all the
issues surrounding workforce participation, such as the nature of employment, attitudes towards
workforce participation, and use of, and need for, informal and formal support.
To provide this additional information, a small survey of 200 CP recipients was undertaken
(referred to as the CP survey in the remainder of the paper). The survey was based on a stratified
random sample of workforce-aged CP recipients.2 The sample was stratified to ensure that enough
interviews were obtained for each of the following subgroups of interest:
w
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w

current CP recipients providing care for an adult versus a child (referred to in the remainder of the
paper as CP (adult) and CP (child) recipients). As mentioned above, the eligibility criteria for CP
(child) are very stringent and recipients of CP (child) constitute a very small proportion of the CP
population. However, there is considerable policy interest in issues relating to CP (child), so the
sample was stratified to obtain information about this group.

w

cancelled CP recipients who had exited CP due to earnings or for other reasons. These groups
were included because of the aim of exploring interventions to assist recipients to engage in paid
employment when the caring role ceases.

The sample was randomly selected within each specified stratum, so that the sample would be
representative or at least indicative of each subgroup of interest, even though the small sample
numbers do not allow detailed quantitative analysis. The subgroups or strata, and the numbers
interviewed in each, are shown in Table 1.3 Some people changed status between the time of
sample selection and interview. For example, some of those who had exited due to income at the
time of sample selection had gone back on to CP at the time of interview. Therefore, the numbers
according to the original strata, and the status at time of interview, are shown separately.
Table 1:

Number of interviews in each stratum

		
Stratum
Description

Status at the time
of original strata

Status at time of
interview

1

Current CP (adult) recipients aged
15–64 years with earnings greater than
zero in the fortnight of selection

37

40

2

Current CP (adult) recipients aged
15–64 years with zero earnings in the
fortnight of selection

37

40

3

Current CP (child) recipients aged
15–64 years with earnings greater than
zero in the fortnight of selection

37

32

4

Current CP (child) recipients aged
15–64 years with zero earnings in the
fortnight of selection

36

43

5

Cancelled CP recipients aged 15–64 years
who were cancelled due to excess income

20

12

6

Cancelled CP recipients aged 15–64 years
who were cancelled for other reasons

33

33

200

200

Total		

Some additional information was also extracted from the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ (ABS)
2003 Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers (SDAC) (ABS 2003). Around 150 SDAC respondents
reported that they were receiving CP (of whom 33 were working and 115 were not), and survey
information has been weighted to represent around 77,000 CP recipients.4
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4 Results
This section is divided into the following parts:
1. an overview of labour force participation among CP recipients
2. labour force participation prior to caring, and how commencement of caring interacted with both
workforce participation and entry to CP
3. demographic and other differences among CP recipients by incidence and level of earnings
4. an exploration of the issues surrounding workforce participation. For current recipients, issues
included:
w

how they did or would manage to combine caring and paid work

w

what supports they did or would use

w

what additional supports they did or would need

w

advantages and positive aspects, and disadvantages and difficulties, of combining caring with
paid work

w

plans for the future.

Among recipients who had exited payment, issues regarding workforce participation after
cancellation of CP were explored.
It was beyond the scope of this paper to analyse existing interventions and services either in
Australia or internationally to assist carers to engage in paid work, or to design or recommend
specific new programs or policies. Rather, a synthesis of issues raised by the above information in
relation to CP recipients and workforce participation is presented in the discussion section of this
paper.

Participation in paid work among Carer Payment recipients
To set the context for the remainder of the paper, this section describes CP eligibility provisions
relating to undertaking paid work, and provides an overview of paid work among CP recipients.
Like other income support payments, CP is targeted at those most in need. It is subject to income
and assets tests and is paid at the same rate as other social security pensions. Income testing
arrangements mean that carers who participate in the workforce may have their CP reduced when
their income level reaches a prescribed level, and the payment can stop altogether if the carer
earns more than the upper level of the income test (Edwards et al. 2008).
In June 2006, the maximum single rate per fortnight of CP was $499.70, and the maximum
partnered rate $417.20. Single people could have income up to $124 gross per fortnight, and
couples up to $220 (combined) and receive the full rate of CP. This income test threshold varies by
the number of dependent children. Income over these amounts reduced the rate of CP by 40 cents
in the dollar for single people, or 20 cents in the dollar (each) for couples. Single people could
receive a part rate of CP if they had income less than $1,387.75 per fortnight, and couples if they
had less than $2,320.50 (combined) (Centrelink 2006).
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In addition to income testing provisions, there are legislative provisions regarding the number of
hours of paid work a CP recipient can undertake—in order to remain eligible for CP, a recipient
cannot undertake more than 25 hours a week of paid work, unpaid work, education or training
(Social Security Act 1991, s. 198AC (4)).
In regard to paid work among CP recipients, one indicator of participation in paid work is the
incidence and level of earnings, shown in Table 2. Only a small proportion of CP recipients, around
13 per cent, had earnings in a single fortnight. Among those with earnings, there was a relatively
even spread across $100 intervals up to $500. Around two-thirds had earnings up to $500, while
one-third had earnings more than $500.
Table 2:

Gross fortnight earnings among Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years, 9 June 2006

									Total
No
$100
$101–
$201–
$301– $401– $501–
$751
with	Total
earnings or less $200
$300
$400
$500
$750 and over
earnings
n 87,313

1,427

2,263

1,854

1,432

1,362

2,469

1,748

12,555

99,868

% 87.43

1.43

2.27

1.86

1.43

1.36

2.47

1.75

12.57

100

Source:

Administrative data.

However, earnings at a point in time do not give a full picture of participation in paid work while on
CP. Some recipients may have earnings in some fortnights but not in others. It is preferable to look
at the pattern of a recipient’s earnings over their whole period on CP.
One way of doing this is to examine the number of fortnights with earnings as a proportion of the
number of fortnights the person has been on CP (within the span of the dataset, September 2001
to June 2006). Table 3 shows that around 23 per cent of recipients had earnings in at least one
fortnight while they were on CP. Around 7 per cent had earnings up to one-quarter of the time they
were on CP, around 7 per cent had earnings between one-quarter and three-quarters of the time,
and around 8 per cent had earnings for more than three-quarters of the time on CP.
Table 3:

Proportion of time on Carer Payment with earnings(a)

						Total with
		 No fortnights
25%
26%
51%
76%
earnings in
Total
		 with earnings
or less
to 50%
to 75%
to 100%
at least
							
one fortnight
n		

77,352

7,251

3,934

2,867

8,464

22,516

99,868

%		

77.45

7.26

3.94

2.87

8.48

22.55

100

(a)

Number of fortnights with earnings, as a proportion of number of fortnights on Carer Payment within period
September 2001 to June 2006.

Source:

Administrative data.

The CP survey provided additional information on the nature of employment. The most common
ranges of hours worked among employed recipients, both CP (adult) and CP (child), were
eight to 14 hours and 15 to 22 hours a week (around one-third of employed CP (adult) and CP
(child) recipients worked eight to 14 hours a week, and one-third worked 15 to 22 hours a week).
In terms of times of day/week worked, the largest proportions worked at irregular or varying
times, or during office hours (Figure 1). Caring responsibilities, rather than employer requirements,
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usually dictated the number and times of hours worked, particularly among CP (child) recipients
(Figure 2).
Figure 1:	Times of day/week worked among those in paid work
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Around nine-tenths of employed recipients worked for salary or wages. A high proportion, around
half, were employed on a casual basis. This compared with around 30 per cent of females and
22 per cent of males in casual employment in the overall labour market (ABS 2006).
The most common occupation types among CP (adult) recipients were community or personal
service workers and labourers, and among CP (child) recipients the most common occupation type
was clerical or administrative (Figure 3). There was considerable continuity of employment among
CP (adult) recipients in paid work, with two-thirds having been in their job three years or more. This
was less so among CP (child) recipients, with almost half having been in their job 12 months or less.

Per cent

Figure 2:	Reasons for working number and pattern of hours
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Figure 3:	Occupation type among those in paid work
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In summary, only around 13 per cent of CP recipients had earnings in a single fortnight, but around
one-quarter had earnings at least some of the time while on CP. The most common ranges of hours
worked among employed recipients were eight to 14 hours and 15 to 22 hours a week. In terms of
times of day/week worked, the largest proportions worked at irregular or varying times, or during
office hours. Caring responsibilities, rather than employer requirements, usually dictated the
number and times of hours worked, particularly among CP (child) recipients.
Around half of employed recipients were employed on a casual basis. The most common
occupation types among CP (adult) recipients were community or personal service workers, and
labourers, and among CP (child) recipients the most common occupation type was clerical or
administrative.

Participation in paid work before and after start of caring
Low employment rates among carers cannot necessarily be interpreted as a consequence of caring
(Edwards et al. 2008). People who take on the caring role may not have been in paid work prior
to commencing caring. As discussed in Edwards et al., family members with fewer labour market
prospects may be more likely to take on the primary caring role, while people with good earnings
capacity may decide to purchase formal care instead. This issue is also discussed in international
literature (Carmichael & Charles 2003; Heitmueller 2007; Lilly, Laporte & Coyte 2007).
In considering the potential for workforce participation among CP recipients, it is therefore
relevant to consider their employment history before caring, and how this changed after caring
started. However, it is not always possible to pinpoint precisely whether and at what point caring
responsibilities (as opposed to other factors) impacted on participation in paid work and/or
reliance on income support. For example, if caring responsibilities start gradually and intensify over
time, an impact on participation in paid work or reliance on income support may appear much later
than the commencement of caring responsibilities.
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Administrative data do not provide information on caring responsibilities until the point where
a person receives CA or CP. Even in survey data, carers may have difficulty remembering or
identifying the exact point where caring responsibilities commenced or increased to the extent
that these responsibilities (as opposed to other factors such as parenting young children) had an
impact on participation in paid work and income support receipt.
With these caveats, the administrative and survey data provide rich insights into the intersection
between commencement of caring, participation in paid work and receipt of income support.

Participation in paid work before caring
Administrative data on the income support status of recipients prior to receiving CP can be derived,
except for those already on CP at the start of the period covered by the carer dataset. In this
analysis, the period four fortnights before commencement of CP was chosen.5 Results are shown in
Figure 4.
Payments received include: Newstart Allowance (NSA), which is for people who are unemployed
and looking for work, Parenting Payment (PP), which is for people who are primary carers of
children, Partner Allowance (PA), which has been closed to new entrants since 2003, but was for
people born prior to July 1955 who had a partner on income support and faced barriers to finding
work because of limited participation in the workforce, Widow Allowance (WDA), which is for
people born before July 1955 who have become widowed, divorced or separated after turning
40 years, and have no recent work experience, Youth Allowance (YA), which is for young people
who are studying, training or looking for work (information on payment to payment transfers
indicates that about half the people who transfer from YA to CP are studying, and around half
looking for work), and Disability Support Pension (DSP), which is for people whose impairment or
disability prevents them from working (Centrelink 2008).
Figure 4: Income support payment type, by earnings, four fortnights prior to commencement
on Carer Payment
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At least half of CP recipients were not in paid work prior to receiving CP. Half (51 per cent) of CP
recipients were already on income support, with no earnings, four fortnights prior to receiving CP.
An additional 6 per cent of recipients were on income support with some earnings, and 42 per cent
were not on income support. Earnings and partner earnings are unknown for people not on income
support. It can be assumed that they were financially self reliant, but not necessarily in paid work.
This information is consistent with administrative data on transfers between income support
payments, showing that 28,416 people receiving CP in June 2007 did not receive CP in June 2006.
Of these ‘new’ CP recipients, 55 per cent were on another income support payment in
June 2006—20 per cent on PP, 20 per cent on NSA and 15 per cent on other payments.
There were some differences in income support reliance prior to CP among those caring for an
adult versus a child (Figure 5). Those caring for a child at the start of CP were more likely to have
been on income support, primarily PP, prior to CP.
Figure 5:	Receipt of income support four fortnights prior to commencement on Carer Payment by age
group of person being cared for at start of Carer Payment (less than 16 years or 16 years
and over)
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As noted above, the period just before receiving CP does not necessarily reflect the start of caring
as some people may be caring for some time before claiming CP. Receipt of CA prior to CP provides
some indication of this. Around 8 per cent of recipients were on income support with no earnings,
but received CA four fortnights prior to CP, indicating that they already had caring responsibilities.
This leaves at least 43 per cent of recipients who were not working and not receiving CA prior to CP
(Figure 6).
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Figure 6: Income support receipt and earnings, by receipt of Carer Allowance (CA), four fortnights
prior to commencing Carer Payment
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Administrative data.

Survey information also provides insight about participation in paid work before starting caring.
Over half of recipients in all strata in the CP survey reported being in paid work just prior to starting
caring (Figure 7).6 In addition, according to SDAC data, around 60 per cent of CP recipients reported
being in paid work prior to caring (ABS 2003).7
In the CP survey, the majority of those in paid work beforehand worked 30 hours or more a week.
The most common occupation type among CP (adult) recipients was labourer. Among CP (child)
recipients, the most common occupation type prior to CP among those working at interview was
community/personal services, and the most common occupation types prior to CP among those
not working at interview were sales or trades.
Figure 7:	Labour force status just prior to commencing caring, by stratum at time of interview
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The reasons for not being employed prior to commencement of care are of great interest. If the
issue is how to assist carers to undertake paid work during or after caring responsibilities, it is
important to know what additional barriers to paid work they faced even prior to caring. The types
of income support payment received prior to CP, shown in Figure 4, suggest that lack of labour
market experience/skills/opportunities, parenting responsibilities, and to a lesser extent study or
health problems were preventing these recipients from doing paid work prior to receiving CP.
Information from the CP survey is consistent with administrative data and also adds insights on
attitudinal factors. The most common reasons for not being in the labour force prior to caring
among CP (child) recipients were other caring responsibilities, such as for young children, and
seeing one’s role as a homemaker. The reasons for not being in the labour force among CP (adult)
recipients varied, and included considering oneself retired, not wanting to do paid work, seeing
role as homemaker, own health problems, other caring responsibilities or doing study.

Participation in paid work and entry to Carer Payment after
starting caring
This section considers how the commencement of caring interacted with both participation in paid
work and entry to CP. According to the CP survey, the majority of recipients, particularly CP (child)
recipients, did not claim CP straight after starting caring (Figure 8). The most common reason
among all strata for claiming CP later on rather than straight away was that they didn’t know
about CP, they only found out about it later. This suggests that there are issues about access to
information and the effectiveness of communication regarding the availability of CP.
Other reasons for claiming CP later on rather than straight away included:
w

receiving other income support payments (mainly among CP (child) recipients)

w

having to give up work at a later stage

w

caring needs increased, assistance from others decreased, or the carer was less able to cope
later on

w

partner’s financial situation changed later on, so needed financial assistance

w

other caring needs increased (such as birth of new child).
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Figure 8: Whether recipient claimed Carer Payment straight after starting caring, by stratum at
time of interview
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In terms of participation in paid work after commencement of caring, administrative information
shows little change in incidence of earnings before and after receipt of CP. Figure 9 shows earnings
in the first fortnight on CP by income support and earnings prior to CP. The majority of people on
income support with earnings prior to CP continued to have earnings in the first fortnight on CP.
Very few of those on income support without earnings prior to CP had earnings at the start of CP.
Around one-sixth of those not on income support prior to CP (for whom earnings beforehand are
unknown) had earnings at the start of CP.
Figure 9:	Earnings in first fortnight on Carer Payment, by income support and earnings four
fortnights prior to Carer Payment
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The picture changes little if incidence of earnings over the whole period on CP is considered.
Figure 10 shows the proportion of fortnights with earnings while on CP by income support status
and earnings prior to CP. Again, most of those on income support with earnings prior to CP
continued to have earnings at some stage while on CP, while most of those on income support
without earnings prior to CP did not have earnings at any time while on CP.
Figure 10: Proportion of fortnights with earnings, by income support and earnings four fortnights
prior to Carer Payment
60

Per cent

50
40
30
20
10
0

On income support
with earnings

On income support
no earnings

Not on income support

Prior to Carer Payment
More than half
Source:

Up to half

o

Administrative data.

SDAC also provides information on changes in paid work after commencement of caring (ABS
2003). Among CP recipients who reported being in paid work prior to commencement of caring:
w

Almost half had left paid work due to commencing or increasing care, while just under one-fifth
left paid work for other reasons, totaling around two-thirds who had moved out of employment.

w

Just under one-fifth continued in paid work with changed hours, while just under one-fifth
continued in paid work with unchanged hours, totaling around one-third who continued in paid
work.

w

A total of around two-thirds ceased paid work due to caring, or changed working hours.8

The CP survey provides information on recipients’ perceptions about the extent to which caring
responsibilities influenced their workforce participation after they started caring. The vast majority
of respondents in all strata reported that caring responsibilities were the only or main factor that
determined their participation in paid work after they started caring. Other factors mentioned, in
order of frequency, were:
w

other caring responsibilities

w

the carer’s own health problem or disability

w

the availability of paid work
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w

the carer’s perceptions of their role as worker, carer or homemaker

w

the carer’s skills, training and experience

w

the carer’s own preferences regarding paid work

w

not wanting to lose CP

w

social interaction.

In summary, results suggest that there is not a simple, direct, causative relationship between
commencing caring responsibilities on the one hand, and reducing or ceasing participation in paid
work and/or claiming income support on the other.
A substantial proportion, at least 40 per cent, of CP recipients were not employed prior to the
commencement of caring and/or receiving CP. The administrative and survey data suggest varied
reasons for not being in paid work prior to commencement of caring:
w

lack of labour market experience/skills/opportunities

w

considering oneself retired

w

not wanting to do paid work

w

seeing role as homemaker

w

other caring responsibilities (for example, for young children)

w

own health problems

w

doing study.

Following commencement of caring, most recipients did not claim CP straight away, but later on. Of
concern is that the most common reason reported for not claiming CP straight away was that they
didn’t know about CP, they only found out about it later.
Administrative information on earnings shows little change in incidence of earnings after
commencement on CP among those on income support prior to CP (who form the majority of CP
recipients). However, survey information suggests that around two-thirds of CP recipients who
were in paid work prior to caring, left work due to caring or changed their hours of work.

Differences between recipients by incidence and level
of earnings
Administrative information was used to compare the profile of CP recipients by incidence and level
of earnings. The factors examined included:
Characteristics of the carer:
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w

financial resources, such as income support and earnings prior to CP, unearned income, asset
levels, financial resources of partner (where applicable) and home ownership

w

demographic characteristics, such as age, sex, marital status, number of dependent children,
Indigenous status, country of birth and location.9
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Characteristics of the caring situation and the person being cared for, such as:
w

duration on CP

w

number of people being cared for

w

number of carers providing care

w

relationship of the carer to the person being cared for

w

age, sex, medical condition, assessment score and income support payment of the person being
cared for.

Detailed tables are provided in the Appendix. Overall, the profile of CP recipients with and without
earnings was similar in many ways, and most differences were very small. The biggest differences
related to financial resources, such as financial self-reliance prior to receipt of CP, home ownership
and asset levels. Recipients with earnings seemed to have more financial resources prior to and
while on CP, and the differences increased with the level of earnings.
Recipients with earnings were less likely to have been on income support without earnings prior
to receiving CP (Figure 11 and Table A1). Those without earnings were more likely to have been on
income support without earnings, and on income support at least two years or more prior to
CP (41 compared to 31 per cent, Table A2).
Figure 11: Gross fortnight earnings, 9 June 2006, by income support and earnings four fortnights
prior to Carer Payment(a)
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In addition, Tables A3 to A8 show that recipients with earnings were more likely than recipients
without earnings to:
w

have unearned income (49 compared to 43 per cent)

w

have higher asset levels (58 compared to 46 per cent with assets between $10,000 and $100,000)

w

own or be purchasing their own home (57 compared to 48 per cent)

w

where partnered, have partners with earnings (19 compared to 12 per cent)
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w

where partnered, have partners with higher asset levels (50 compared to 40 per cent with assets
between $10,000 and $100,000).

These findings beg the question of causality. Do carers with earnings have more financial resources
precisely because they have been working for long periods? Or is it that carers who already have
more financial resources are more likely to undertake paid work? Both explanations may apply to a
certain extent.
There were also some small differences in demographic characteristics by level of earnings.
The largest difference was that a higher proportion of recipients without earnings were born in a
non–English speaking country (28 per cent compared to 19 per cent, Table A17). Among those born
outside Australia, higher proportions of those with earnings had come to Australia as children
(32 per cent compared to 25 per cent, Table A18).
Small differences in age and sex were evident. Recipients with earnings were more likely to be
aged 45 to 54 years (37 per cent compared to 31 per cent for those without earnings), while those
without earnings were more likely to be aged 55 to 64 years (39 per cent, compared to 33 per cent
for those with earnings, Table A10). This is consistent with a decline in labour force participation
rates from age 55 years in the general population (ABS 2004). A higher proportion of recipients
with earnings were female than recipients without earnings (72 per cent compared to 66 per cent),
suggesting that females are more likely to engage in paid employment while on CP (Table A11).
There were no substantial differences according to marital status, number of dependent children,
or Indigenous status (Tables A12, A13 and A16). However, there were small but interesting
differences in location. Employment opportunities are often considered better in large cities,
however, a lower proportion of those with earnings lived in major cities (53 per cent compared to
58 per cent), and less earners than non-earners lived in New South Wales (31 per cent compared to
38 per cent) (Tables A14 to A15).
The nature of the caring situation and the characteristics of the person being cared for could be
expected to impact on the carer’s capacity for paid work. However, differences between recipients
with and without earnings were minimal in terms of factors such as duration on CP, number of
people being cared for, number of carers providing care, and relationship to, and age and sex of,
the person being cared for (Tables A20 to A26).
Differences according to medical condition of the person being cared for were also minor. Among
those caring for children, those with earnings were slightly more likely to care for a child with a
nervous system condition than those without earnings (29 per cent compared to 23 per cent,
Table A28).
In summary, the profile of CP recipients with and without earnings was similar in many ways, and
most differences were very small. The biggest differences related to financial resources, such as
financial self-reliance prior to receipt of CP, home ownership and asset levels. There were some
differences in demographic characteristics. Those without earnings were more likely to be aged
55 to 64 years, male, born in a non–English speaking country, or living in a major city. However,
differences between those with and without earnings in terms of the characteristics of the caring
situation, or the person being cared for, were minimal.
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Experiences and views in relation to workforce participation
The CP survey explored the experiences and views of CP recipients:
w

how they did or would manage to combine caring and paid work

w

what supports they did or would use

w

what additional supports they did or would need

w

advantages and positive aspects and disadvantages and difficulties, of combining caring with
paid work

w

participation in study

w

plans for the future.

Among recipients who had exited payment, issues regarding workforce participation after
cancellation of CP were also explored.
The emphasis in this section is on a qualitative and descriptive analysis of the variety of issues
emerging, rather than quantitative analysis of the small numbers of recipients.
It is acknowledged that for those who have not done paid work since commencing caring, it
is difficult to think hypothetically about what they would do if they were in paid work. This is
especially so given that among this group; over half of the CP (child) recipients and around
one-third of the CP (adult) recipients had not worked for over 10 years or had never worked.
However, it was still useful to explore their views.
It transpired that many of the themes were similar in the responses of those who had and had not
done paid work since commencing caring. However, some of those who had not done paid work
since starting caring felt that paid work was simply out of the question.

Supports used and needed for combining caring and
paid work
When asked about care arrangements while they were at work, the most common response among
those who had been in paid work some or all of the time since starting caring, was that care was
provided by a relative or friend. Among those caring for an adult, another common response was
that the person being cared for did not need care or supervision at those times. Among those
caring for a child, other common responses were that the person being cared for was at school at
those times, or that care was provided via a formal service. Other arrangements included:
w

having the person being cared for with them at work

w

working at home

w

being contactable if there was a problem

w

providing alternative people to contact if necessary.

Only one respondent indicated that care was needed but not available.
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The majority were satisfied or very satisfied with their arrangements. Virtually none of those who
had been in paid work the whole time were dissatisfied with their arrangements. Among those who
had been in paid work some of the time, around one-fifth of CP (adult) recipients and one-third of
CP (child) recipients were dissatisfied with their arrangements. Problems with care arrangements
are illustrated by the following comments:
‘Going to work and having a child in child care centre does not work. I can’t get a babysitter.’
‘It’s really hard to find something that I can afford to care for [the person being cared for], and respite
care is hard to get.’

Among recipients who had not done any paid work since commencing caring, the most common
care arrangements they would put into place if they were to work were (in order of frequency):
w

formal services

w

care provided by relative or friend

w

formal child care.

Around one-fifth indicated that care would be needed, but none was available. However, around
one-third of CP (adult) and one-fifth of CP (child) recipients who had not done paid work since
commencing caring gave responses indicating they considered paid work was simply out of the
question. The reasons for this varied:
w

the intensity or unpredictability of the care needs

w

a perception that other people or services could not provide the required care

w

wanting to provide the care oneself

w

the person being cared for wanting the carer there at all times, or not wanting care from
other people

w

a perception that CP is paid to stay home to look after the person being cared for, not to
go to work

w

seeing oneself as too old to work.

Respondents who had done paid work were asked if they received any other support to help them
balance work and family (other than care arrangements while they were at work). Only around
one-third received other support from family or friends. Where they did receive help, it was more
often received from a relative in another household than by a partner or another family member in
the same household (probably because in many cases the partner is the person being cared for).
The most frequent type of support received was help with the direct care of the person being cared
for, but other types of support mentioned (in order of frequency) included: respite care, emotional
support, help with household tasks, supervision of children, help with caring responsibilities for
other people and transport to and from school.
Very few respondents had received any other formal services to help them balance work with
caring responsibilities (other than care while they were at work). The exception was among CP
(child) recipients who had done some, but not continuous, paid work (where around
one-quarter had received formal services). The support received was direct care or supervision of
the person being cared for, or respite care. One respondent also mentioned assistance to look for
employment.
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When asked if they used any other strategies to help balance work with caring, less than
one-quarter identified strategies. In order of frequency, these included: stress management
techniques, time management techniques, doing activities for their own wellbeing, reducing
housework, keeping up social contacts, having rostered days off or taking naps where possible.
Recipients were asked if they did or would need any other formal or informal support to help
balance work with caring responsibilities. Among those who had done paid work, one-quarter of CP
(adult) recipients and around half of CP (child) recipients, needed more support. Among those who
had not done paid work, around half of CP (adult) and two-thirds of CP (child) recipients said they
would need more support (other than care arrangements while they were at work).
Respite care, help with direct care or supervision of the person being cared for, and help with
household tasks were the most common types of support needs identified. Other responses
included:
w

help with caring responsibilities for other people

w

emotional support

w

help with own personal or health needs

w

child care and holiday programs for people with special needs

w

funding for school placement

w

less expensive child care options

w

taking the person being cared for to medical appointments

w

vocational guidance.

Most of those who identified a need for more support indicated that they would not be able to get
this help from family or friends. Most CP (adult) recipients knew of formal services in the area that
could provide the help, while most CP (child) recipients did not. Around half of the small number
who knew of these services had approached them. Outcomes varied between the following:
w

receiving a service

w

being in the process of applying or waiting for a service

w

not being eligible

w

finding the service too expensive

w

obtaining a limited service that did not fit in with work hours.

In summary, CP recipients who had done paid work relied heavily on friends and relatives to
provide care while they were at work, but only a minority received other informal or formal support
to help balance work and caring. Those who had not done paid work less commonly identified
relatives and friends as a potential source of assistance, and more commonly indicated that they
would need a formal service. Many recipients identified that they did or would also need other
assistance, and that they could not get this help from relatives or friends.
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Advantages and positive aspects of combining caring with
paid work
Respondents were asked several questions to tease out perceptions of the positive aspects of
engaging in paid work:
w

their reasons for engaging in paid work (those who had done paid work)

w

the advantages of doing paid work as well as caring

w

aspects of a job that helped or would help them to balance work with caring

w

whether there was anything they would like to change about their labour force participation.

Among those who had done paid work, the most common reason for working, and the most
frequently mentioned advantage of doing paid work, was financial. However, respondents
identified other reasons or benefits as well. The most frequently mentioned of these were having a
break from caring, improving their state of mind, and having social interactions at work.
Others included:
w

improved self-esteem

w

staying in the workforce

w

having a career

w

benefits for the care receiver

w

preparation for the future if caring responsibilities change

w

enjoying paid work

w

being a role model to other family members

w

contributing to society.

Only a small proportion (around one in 20) felt there were no benefits.
Over half of CP (adult) recipients and over one-third of CP (child) recipients who had done paid
work indicated that there were no aspects of their job that made it difficult to balance work and
caring. In addition, several respondents indicated that they had no other difficulties balancing paid
work with caring. Most CP (adult) recipients did not want to change their workforce participation,
while most CP (child) recipients did. Among those who did want a change, the most frequently
mentioned desired changes were to start work or increase hours of work.
Those who had not done paid work identified many of the same advantages of paid work, but
a higher proportion felt there were no advantages. Among those who wanted to change their
workforce participation, the most common response was that they wanted to start work.
In relation to aspects of a job that help balance work and caring, the most common responses were
flexible work hours, part-time work, and having an understanding supervisor/employer.
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Other responses included:
w

predictable work hours

w

understanding colleagues

w

flexible work tasks

w

working at times of the day when alternative care is available

w

having the person being cared for with them at work

w

working at home

w

working close to home

w

access to a telephone for personal use

w

carers’ leave

w

having straightforward work that does not cause any stress

w

job sharing

w

having a job that you enjoy

w

having care organised by the employer.

In summary, many CP recipients were aware of the advantages, financial and other, of engaging in
paid work, could identify various aspects of a job that did or would assist in balancing work and
caring, and where they wanted to make changes to their workforce participation or caring, they
were most likely to want to start work or increase their hours.

Disadvantages and difficulties of combining caring with
paid work
To explore this issue, respondents were asked about difficulties finding a job to fit in with caring
responsibilities, aspects of a job that did or would make it difficult to balance work with caring, any
other difficulties in balancing work with caring, the negative impacts of doing paid work and caring,
and anything they would like to change about work or caring.
Very few recipients who had been in paid work the whole time identified difficulties in finding
suitable work. However, among those who had been in paid work only part of the time, or not at all,
around half identified a broad concern about a lack of jobs that fit in with caring responsibilities.
The following comments illustrate how scarce such jobs are perceived to be.
‘It’s near impossible actually.’
‘If I didn’t have this job, in a family orientated company, I wouldn’t have a job as I have to take care of
[the person being cared for] at all times.’
‘If I lost this job, I would struggle to find another job that could accommodate me.’

In this context it is relevant to explore whether recipients are aware of, and have used, employment
services to assist them obtain suitable employment. Respondents (except those who had been in
employment the whole time) were asked about these issues. Most were aware that Centrelink can
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refer people who receive CP to employment services for assistance in getting a job, but the majority
did not want any further information about these services. Only a small proportion of those who
were aware of services had actually used them. Most of the small number who had used a service
said they found it beneficial, but a minority (of those who had done some paid work) or none (of
those who had not done paid work) were actually placed in employment.
Those who knew about employment services but had not used them were asked if they would
consider using them. Around half of those who had done some paid work, and one-third of those
who had not done paid work, said they would consider using them.
Underneath the broad theme of difficulties obtaining work that fits in with caring responsibilities,
a number of sub-themes emerged. Some of these are the obverse of the factors above that helped
recipients balance work with caring.
For example, common aspects of a job which allowed recipients to balance work and caring
were part-time and flexible work hours. The reverse of this is that the difficulties most frequently
mentioned were too many hours of work, or inflexible hours of work. Several respondents
illustrated this with comments about the pressure and expectations they felt to work more hours,
and their inability to do so.
‘They need me to work more hours and I can’t.’
‘I think my boss would like me to work more hours and be more flexible. I don’t know if I can keep the
job if he wants me to do more hours.’
‘I can’t hang around. I used to stay longer than the hours I was paid for. Now I more or less keep to
my hours.’
‘I don’t want to disappoint them when I can’t do the hours they want.’

Another common factor that helped people balance work with caring was having an understanding
supervisor/employer. The reverse of this is that some people felt there were limits to the extent
that employers would or could be accommodating. Some wanted employers to be more flexible or
understanding. Others felt that their requirements went beyond what was reasonable to expect an
employer to accommodate.
‘Employers try to be understanding, but once they realise the full extent of my situation they aren’t
equipped to handle it.’
‘Just have more of an understanding boss when you have got family. They say “I’m a family man” but
when it comes to the crunch they’re not really on your side.’
‘Most employers are not that flexible …’
‘I would get fired. I have lost x jobs since I started caring due to my caring responsibilities.’
‘… can’t expect an employer to put up with that.’

Another theme was that some respondents felt that the quality or quantity of care provided to the
care recipient did or would suffer as a result of the carer working. Several respondents expressed
a sense of worry, guilt or conflict that they did or would feel about leaving the person being cared
for to go to work. As mentioned previously, some respondents felt it was simply inconceivable that
they should leave the person being cared for to do paid work.
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‘It was a choice to work or to care for [the person being cared for].’
‘I was too worried about leaving [the person being cared for].’
‘I get guilty that I am working instead of caring for my children.’
‘If anything happened to [the person being cared for] within those four hours …’

Even where CP recipients worked at home, or had the person being cared for with them at work,
examples were given where caring needs conflicted with paid work.
A related theme was difficulties arising when the person being cared for was sick or hospitalised,
or when other issues occur. The unpredictability of care requirements, and hence the carer’s
inability to be reliable in work attendance, was also mentioned in this context. Some mentioned a
lack of carers’ leave to accommodate such situations.
‘I am unpredictable. Things can happen suddenly, I can’t be reliable.’
‘Getting called away from work and I would lose my job.’
‘If something happens and you can’t turn up because you have to run to the hospital.’

Another related concern involved travel and transport. Several aspects were mentioned:
w

difficulties getting a job close enough to home

w

spending too much time travelling

w

not being able to get home quickly enough if needed

w

difficulties providing transport for the person being cared for (such as a special vehicle for
wheelchair access, and physical difficulties of getting the person in and out of the vehicle)

w

not having a car and/or a licence

w

petrol costs.

A further issue was that of stress and overload for the carer. When asked about the negative
impacts of doing paid work and caring, the most common response was that there were too many
demands on the carer’s time and energy. Other responses on this issue included:
w

the carer’s own health and wellbeing suffers

w

not having enough time for oneself

w

not having enough time for family members and friends.
‘It’s stressful!’
‘The stress of working and then coming home and also having the additional job of caring when I get
home.’
‘I get very tired both physically and emotionally.’

A final theme was financial issues. Some respondents mentioned the costs of paying for alternative
care.
‘We only get x days a year respite and so for me to work I would have to pay money out of my pocket in
order to cover respite. This makes it impossible for me.’
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Among those who had done paid work, several mentioned the difficulties caused by income testing
arrangements for CP. One mentioned the stress of having to report income every week via the
automated telephone system. Several expressed concern about the impact that earnings had on
their payment. These carers wanted to see changes to income testing arrangements, and another
suggested changes to taxation arrangements. Among those who had not done paid work, issues
included:
w

needing a higher rate of pension to make ends meet

w

a perception that financial support is cut out once the person being cared for turns 16 years old

w

the costs of medication.

In summary, many carers identified a broad concern about a lack of suitable jobs that fit in with
caring responsibilities. In this context it is relevant to note that most carers knew of employment
services but only a small proportion had used them. Of the small number who had used them,
most were satisfied with the service, but only a few had been placed in employment.
Under the broad theme of actual or potential difficulties balancing work and caring, a number of
sub-themes emerged. These included:
w

too many hours of work

w

inflexible hours of work

w

limits to the extent to which employers would or could be accommodating

w

concern that the quality or quantity of care to the person being cared for would suffer as a result

w

conflicts between caring needs and paid work

w

difficulties if the person being cared for was sick or hospitalised

w

travel and transport issues

w

stress and overload for the carer

w

financial issues such as the costs of paying for alternative care

w

rates of payment and income testing arrangements for CP.

Plans for the future
Respondents were asked whether they expected their caring responsibilities to change over
the next few years, and in view of this, whether they planned any changes to their workforce
participation. Most expected their responsibilities to stay the same or increase, and most did
not plan to change their workforce participation. Among those who did have plans, the most
common changes mentioned were to start work, stop work or retire, reduce hours, change working
arrangements, or increase hours.
Other responses included:
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w

changing jobs

w

changing type of work

w

getting additional assistance with the person being cared for
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w

doing further training.

Several indicated that their future plans would depend on, for example, the health of the person
being cared for or finding a supportive employer.

Study
Undertaking study is an important way of enhancing current or future employment prospects.
Around one-tenth of all groups of current recipients in the CP survey were doing study, most
frequently certificate courses. When asked if there was anything that could assist them to remain in
education, the type of responses included: financial assistance for the costs of studying, time away
from caring responsibilities to study, more funding of respite services and courses closer to home.

Workforce participation after leaving Carer Payment
Administrative information indicates that the majority of people of working age who exited CP
received another income support payment within 12 months.10 The most common payment types
received were NSA, PP or WDA. This suggests that many people who leave CP do not return to the
workforce in the short-term.
However, of the cancelled recipients in the CP survey, few had been cancelled within the previous
12 months and most had been cancelled more than two years previously. Administrative
information has been used to examine what happens to people within 12 months after cancellation,
whereas the survey information provides a view of their longer-term experiences.
Most cancelled recipients in the survey had been in paid work some or all of the time since leaving
CP, and most were in paid work at the time of the interview. Over half of those who had done paid
work since leaving CP had worked in their job three years or more. Among those who had been in
paid work the whole time, almost all had been in the same job the whole time.
It is reasonable to expect that people’s subsequent workforce participation might be influenced by
their reason for cancellation, and whether they continued to have caring responsibilities. Around
half were cancelled due to the death of the person being cared for. Other reasons mentioned, in
order of frequency, were:
w

care needs reduced so eligibility criteria were no longer met

w

the person being cared for moved into a residential facility

w

own or partner’s income or assets precluded eligibility

w

another person took on main care of the person needing care

w

not getting enough money so had to get a job

w

the person being cared for would not let the carer continue providing care

w

problems with Centrelink.11

Most cancelled recipients were not providing care any more. This is consistent with the most
common cancellation reason being the death of the person being cared for. Among the few still
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providing care, the amount of care reported varied from a few hours a week to 24 hours a day,
seven days a week.
Consistent with a return to workforce participation, most cancelled recipients were not on income
support. The most frequent payment types mentioned by those on income support were NSA or
WDA.
In the longer-term, many cancelled CP recipients appeared to return to their pre-caring patterns
of workforce participation. For example, there appeared to be a relationship between workforce
participation prior to commencement of caring, and after cancellation of CP. Around three-quarters
of cancelled recipients who had been in paid work prior to commencement of caring were in paid
work at the time of the interview. However, only around one-third of those who were not in the
labour force prior to caring were in paid work at the time of the interview. This is consistent with
administrative information indicating that those who were on income support prior to receiving CP
were more likely to receive income support after cancellation of CP.12
The nature of employment undertaken after cancellation of CP seems similar to what would have
been undertaken prior to caring. Most recipients worked 30 hours or more a week and were in
permanent jobs. The majority worked office hours or a regular pattern of hours. This is different to
the nature of employment while caring, where the majority of recipients worked eight to 22 hours a
week, the largest proportion worked at irregular or varying times, and around half were employed
on a casual basis.
The most common occupation types were clerical/administrative and community or personal
services workers. This is similar to the common occupation types reported prior to and during the
period of caring.
The most common reasons for working were financial and social interaction, but other responses
included:
w

having a career

w

getting away from caring responsibilities for a while

w

preferring to work rather than be on unemployment benefits

w

a sense that it was now the carer’s time to do what they wanted to do

w

enjoying working

w

wanting to help people

w

loyalty to the employer

w

getting back into the workforce

w

getting confidence back

w

getting one’s life back together again.

Among those not in paid work at the time of the interview, around half wanted to do paid work. The
types of difficulties they faced included:
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w

lack of jobs in the local area

w

lack of skills, training or experience
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w

age

w

ongoing caring responsibilities

w

own health problems or disability

w

transport.

Among those who did not want to do paid work, the reasons included:
w

seeing self as retired

w

seeing role as homemaker

w

other caring responsibilities, such as for young children

w

not wanting to work

w

own health problems or disability

w

doing study.

In summary, while administrative information indicates that most cancelled CP recipients remain
on income support in the short-term, many of the cancelled recipients in the survey had returned
to the workforce in the long-term, and seemed to have taken up patterns of work similar to those
prior to caring. However, just as some people did not wish to do paid work even prior to caring,
some did not wish to do paid work after leaving CP.

5 Discussion—synthesis of issues regarding
workforce participation
The information in the results section of this paper raises a number of issues in relation to
workforce participation—before, during and after the period of caring responsibilities.
In terms of workforce participation prior to caring, a substantial proportion of CP recipients were
on income support and not in paid work prior to commencement of caring. Those who were in paid
work prior to commencement of caring were in turn more likely to do paid work while on CP, and
after leaving CP. This suggests that assisting working-age income support recipients to engage
in paid work prior to commencing CP, where possible, may assist them to maintain attachment to
the labour force later on. This is consistent with a range of initiatives in recent years to provide
more active labour market assistance to various groups on income support payments, such as PP
recipients whose youngest child turns 6 years of age.
The issues relating to workforce participation while caring can be described by considering the
following questions:
w

Are recipients aware of the benefits of paid work?

w

Do they want to and/or have the capacity to engage in paid work?

w

What type of work arrangements do they need?

w

What other supports do they need to assist them to combine caring and paid work?
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Regardless of whether they are in paid work or not, many CP recipients seem to be well aware of
the advantages, financial and other, of engaging in paid work. Therefore, there does not seem to be
a need for promotional interventions to make recipients aware of the benefits of paid work.
However, there is diversity among recipients in their desire and/or capacity for workforce
participation. For some CP recipients, the care needs were so intensive that workforce participation
was not possible. Some felt they were the only person who could provide the care or whom the
care recipient would feel comfortable with, so the question of whether additional supports could
help them was irrelevant. Some recipients engaged or considered engaging in paid work, but felt
worry, guilt or conflict about whether the care receiver would suffer. And some recipients engaged
in paid work, were satisfied with the care arrangements while they were at work, did not see a need
for any additional supports, and did not see any disadvantages in combining caring and paid work.
Given this diversity, one possible approach is to provide information to all CP recipients about
resources and supports in relation to workforce participation that they could tap into at any stage
if they wished to. The choice could then be left to the CP recipient about whether to pursue this
or not. There are indications that this is already happening to some extent, as the majority of
recipients were aware that they could be referred to employment services.
Recipients with particular demographic characteristics, such as being aged 55 to 64 years, or being
born in a non–English speaking country, were less likely than others to do paid work while on CP.
This suggests that it may be worth targeting these groups in particular for information and support.
In relation to work arrangements, recipients identified a variety of factors that were or could be
helpful, including:
w

flexible hours

w

part-time hours

w

an understanding employer

w

predictable work hours

w

working at times of the day when alternative care is available

w

job sharing

w

working at home

w

working close to home

w

having the person being cared for with them at work

w

having care organised by the employer

w

carers’ leave

w

flexible work tasks

w

access to a telephone for personal use

w

having straightforward work that does not cause any stress

w

having a job one enjoys.

To the extent that governments are able to influence the type of work arrangements that are
offered to employees, these responses provide clues about the type of arrangements that could be
encouraged.
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Casual work was common among employed carers, suggesting this is one means by which carers
accommodate their own situation without inconveniencing the employer. However, some CP
recipients felt their requirements went beyond what it was reasonable to expect an employer to
accommodate. This raises the issue of whether employers need additional assistance to allow
them to cater for the needs of carers in the workplace.
In addition to suitable work arrangements, the survey information suggests that many CP
recipients would need other support to engage in paid work. This includes both care arrangements
while the carer is at work, and additional assistance to balance work and caring more broadly. This
additional assistance would be important to avoid the type of overload and stress described by
some carers.
Recipients who had done paid work relied heavily on friends and relatives for care arrangements
while they were at work, but only a minority received other informal or formal support to help
balance work and caring. Those who had not done paid work less commonly identified relatives
and friends as a potential source of assistance, and more commonly identified that they would
need a formal service.
Many identified that they did or would need other assistance, and that they would not be able to
get this help from relatives or friends. The types of other assistance included:
w

respite care

w

help with direct care or supervision of the recipient

w

help with household tasks

w

help with caring responsibilities for other people

w

emotional support

w

help with own personal or health needs

w

child care and holiday programs for children with special needs

w

taking the person being cared for to medical appointments.

It is conceivable that interventions could be developed that aim at strengthening informal
relationships and networks so that this support could be provided informally. Family relationship
services or community volunteer services could possibly be used to build these networks.
However, with increasing trends towards, and focus on, workforce participation among all
working-age people, it appears unlikely that there would be sufficient informal support available
for all CP recipients who might wish to work in the future.
This in turn suggests that formal support services would also be required to assist CP recipients to
engage in paid work. The cost of such services to the CP recipient would also be a consideration.
A final issue raised by CP recipients in relation to support needs concerned the financial
issues associated with paid work and caring. Some carers wanted changes to income testing
arrangements for CP or changes to taxation. Others mentioned the costs of alternative care if they
were to go to work, and some mentioned other costs of caring, such as paying for medication for
the person being cared for.
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In relation to workforce participation after people leave CP, administrative information indicates
that in the short term, many of working age continue to rely on income support. A large proportion
go onto NSA initially, and therefore would be provided with labour market assistance. However,
one possible issue for consideration is whether recipients would benefit from any further type of
offer of assistance at the time they leave CP.
In conclusion, as outlined in the introduction, one challenging question is how best to support
carers to undertake informal caring, while also maximising their opportunities for labour force
attachment, either while caring or afterwards. This paper has attempted to provide insights on this
question by exploring the issues surrounding workforce participation among an important group of
carers, those receiving CP.
The paper presents new information on workforce participation among CP recipients before, during
and after the period of caring, the characteristics of those who combine caring with paid work and
those who do not, experiences and views regarding combining paid work with caring, and the types
of supports used and needed.
The findings point to important issues for consideration when thinking about interventions that
could be developed to assist CP recipients engage in paid work while caring or when the caring role
ceases. These include:
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w

the relationship between people’s labour force participation prior to commencing caring, and
their participation in paid work during and after their period of caring

w

awareness among CP recipients of the advantages of paid work

w

diversity among the CP population in terms of their desire and capacity for paid work

w

work arrangements that accommodate caring responsibilities

w

other supports needed to combine caring with paid work

w

how to facilitate the transition back into paid work after the caring role ceases.

Carer Payment recipients and workforce participation

Appendix—detailed tables
Table A1: Gross fortnight earnings among Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years, 9 June 2006,
by income support and earnings four fortnights prior to receiving Carer Payment(a)
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
Income
support and
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
earnings four
or less –200 –300
–400
–500
–750 and over with
fortnights 		
earnings
prior to CP									
					
per cent
Not on
40
income support
On income
4
support with
earnings
On income
56
support with
no earnings
Total
100
n

(62,020)

41

43

50

55

54

65

68

55

42

31

29

28

27

27

19

16

24

6

29

28

22

18

19

16

16

21

51

100

100

100

100

100

100

100

100

100

(1,011) (1,874) (1,384) (9,117)

(71,137)

(929) (1,532) (1,319) (1,068)

(a)

Table excludes 28,731 recipients who were already on CP in fortnight four of the carer dataset. For
these recipients, information on income support payment type for the period four fortnights prior to
commencement on CP is not available.

Note:

Due to rounding, percentages may not add to 100 per cent exactly.
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Table A2: Gross fortnight earnings among Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years, 9 June 2006,
by minimum duration on income support prior to receiving Carer Payment(a)
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
Minimum
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
duration on
		
or less –200 –300
–400
–500
–750 and over with		
income support
									 earnings
prior to CP
					
per cent
Nil
35
34
37
43
48
Less than
24
24
23
24
23
two years
More than
41
42
39
34
29
two years
Total
100
100
100
100
100
n
(85,188) (1,382) (2,207) (1,818) (1,421)

47
21

56
19

60
18

47
22

36
24

32

25

21

31

40

100
100
100
100
100
(1,348) (2,447) (1,738) (12,361) (97,549)

(a)

It is not possible to precisely calculate duration on income support prior to CP for all recipients, as some
were on income support prior to April 1995 when the longitudinal dataset on income support payments
commenced. For these recipients, date of commencement on income support, and exact income support
duration prior to CP, is unknown. However, it is possible to calculate a minimum duration (that is, after
April 1995) on income support prior to commencement of CP among this group, except for 2,318 people
who were on CP prior to April 1995. These 2,318 people were excluded from the analysis of income support
duration prior to CP.

Note:

Due to rounding, percentages may not add to 100 per cent exactly.

Table A3: Gross fortnight earnings among Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years, 9 June 2006,
by home ownership
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
Home
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
ownership		
or less –200 –300
–400
–500
–750 and over with		
									 earnings
					
per cent
Non-home
52
46
45
43
43
owner
Owner/
48
54
55
57
57
purchasing
Total
100
100
100
100
100
n
(87,313) (1,427) (2,263) (1,854) (1,432)
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46

40

40

43

51

54

60

60

57

49

100
100
100
100
100
(1,362) (2,469) (1,748) (12,555) (99,868)
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Table A4: Gross fortnight earnings among Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years, 9 June 2006,
by unearned income
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
Unearned
		
or
less
–200
–300
–400
–500
–750
and
over with		
income
									
earnings
					
per cent
Yes
No
Total
n

43
47
45
49
50
57
53
55
51
50
100
100
100
100
100
(87,313) (1,427) (2,263) (1,854) (1,432)

45
52
56
49
44
55
48
44
51
56
100
100
100
100
100
(1,362) (2,469) (1,748) (12,555) (99,868)

Table A5: Gross fortnight earnings among Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years, 9 June 2006,
by asset levels
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
Assets		
or less –200 –300
–400
–500
–750 and over with		
									
earnings
					
per cent
Less than
38
33
31
29
27
$10,000
$10,000 to
46
53
57
56
57
<$100,000
$100,000
15
14
13
15
16
and over
Total
100
100
100
100
100
n
(87,313) (1,427) (2,263) (1,854) (1,432)
Note:

30

22

20

27

37

56

62

62

58

48

14

15

17

15

15

100
100
100
100
100
(1,362) (2,469) (1,748) (12,555) (99,868)

Due to rounding, percentages may not add to 100 per cent exactly.

Table A6: Gross fortnight earnings among partnered Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years,
9 June 2006, by partner earnings
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
Partner
or less –200 –300
–400
–500
–750 and over with		
earnings		
									
earnings
					
per cent
Earnings
12
No earnings
88
Total
100
n
(56,401)

25
18
18
75
82
82
100
100
100
(898) (1,487) (1,277)

20
80
100
(969)

22
18
16
78
82
84
100
100
100
(908) (1,628) (1,154)

19
13
81
87
100
100
(8,321) (64,722)
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Table A7: Gross fortnight earnings among partnered Carer Payment recipients aged
15 to 64 years, 9 June 2006, by partner unearned income
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
Partner
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
unearned
		
or less –200 –300
–400
–500
–750 and over with		
income
									
earnings
					
per cent
Yes
No
Total
n

51
49
100
(56,401)

55
51
56
45
49
44
100
100
100
(898) (1,487) (1,277)

56
44
100
(969)

50
55
58
50
45
42
100
100
100
(908) (1,628) (1,154)

54
52
46
48
100
100
(8,321) (64,722)

Table A8: Gross fortnight earnings among partnered Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years,
9 June 2006, by partner asset levels
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
Partner
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
assets		
or less –200 –300
–400
–500
–750 and over with		
									
earnings
					
per cent
Less than
44
$10,000
$10,000 to
40
<$100,000
$100,000
16
and over
Total
100
n
(56,401)
Note:

68

41

37

36

39

39

35

34

37

43

46

51

50

48

47

52

51

50

41

13

12

14

13

14

14

15

14

16

100
100
100
(898) (1,487) (1,277)

100
(969)

100
100
100
(908) (1,628) (1,154)

Due to rounding, percentages may not add to 100 per cent exactly.

100
100
(8,321) (64,722)
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Table A9: Gross fortnight earnings among partnered Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years,
9 June 2006, by partner income support payment
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
Partner
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
income
or less –200 –300
–400
–500
–750 and over with		
support		
earnings
payment									
					
per cent
DSP
60
AP
13
PP
5
NSA
4
Other
3
No payment
15
Total
100
n
(56,401)
Note:

63
67
64
10
12
10
4
4
5
4
3
3
4
2
3
15
13
16
100
100
100
(898) (1,487) (1,277)

64
7
3
3
3
19
100
(969)

63
67
64
10
8
9
4
3
3
4
2
2
3
1
3
17
18
20
100
100
100
(908) (1,628) (1,154)

65
60
9
13
4
5
3
4
3
3
17
15
100
100
(8,321) (64,722)

‘DSP’=Disability Support Pension; ‘AP’=Age Pension; ‘PP’=Parenting Payment; ‘NSA’=Newstart Payment.
Due to rounding, percentages may not add to 100 per cent exactly.

Table A10: Gross fortnight earnings among Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years,
9 June 2006, by age
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
Age
		
or
less
–200
–300
–400
–500
–750
and
over with		
(years)
									
earnings
					
per cent
Less than 35
12
10
10
10
10
35–44
19
17
20
19
21
45–54
31
33
38
37
35
55–64
39
39
33
34
34
Total
100
100
100
100
100
n
(87,313) (1,427) (2,263) (1,854) (1,432)
Note:

12
9
9
10
12
22
21
23
20
19
35
38
40
37
32
30
32
28
33
38
100
100
100
100
100
(1,362) (2,469) (1,748) (12,555) (99,868)

Due to rounding, percentages may not add to 100 per cent exactly.
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Table A11: Gross fortnight earnings among Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years,
9 June 2006, by sex
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
Sex		
or less –200 –300
–400
–500
–750 and over with		
									
earnings
					
per cent
Female
Male
Total
n

66
69
70
70
74
34
31
30
30
26
100
100
100
100
100
(87,313) (1,427) (2,263) (1,854) (1,432)

74
77
72
72
67
26
23
28
28
33
100
100
100
100
100
(1,362) (2,469) (1,748) (12,555) (99,868)

Table A12: Gross fortnight earnings among Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years,
9 June 2006, by marital status
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
Marital status		
or less –200 –300
–400
–500
–750 and over with		
									
earnings
					
per cent
Married
56
57
58
61
60
Single
19
19
16
15
16
Separated/
14
16
16
15
14
divorced
Defacto
8
6
7
8
8
Widowed
2
2
2
2
2
Total
100
100
100
100
100
n
(87,313) (1,427) (2,263) (1,854) (1,432)
Note:

70

57
15
16

59
14
18

58
15
16

59
15
16

57
18
15

10
7
8
8
8
2
3
4
2
2
100
100
100
100
100
(1,362) (2,469) (1,748) (12,555) (99,868)

Due to rounding, percentages may not add to 100 per cent exactly.
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Table A13: Gross fortnight earnings among Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years,
9 June 2006, by number of Family Tax Benefit (FTB) eligible children
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
Number
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
of FTB
		
or
less
–200
–300
–400
–500
–750
and
over with		
eligible
earnings
children									
					
per cent
Zero
83
85
84
83
82
One or more
17
15
16
17
18
Total
100
100
100
100
100
n
(87,313) (1,427) (2,263) (1,854) (1,432)

81
83
82
83
83
19
17
18
17
17
100
100
100
100
100
(1,362) (2,469) (1,748) (12,555) (99,868)

Table A14: Gross fortnight earnings among Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years, 9 June 2006,
by state/territory of residence
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
State/territory		
or less –200 –300
–400
–500
–750 and over with		
									
earnings
					
per cent
NSW/ACT
38
31
32
32
25
VIC
25
26
28
27
28
QLD
19
20
19
19
22
SA/NT
8
9
10
9
10
WA
6
8
8
8
11
TAS
3
5
4
5
5
Total
100
100
100
100
100
n
(87,313) (1,427) (2,263) (1,854) (1,432)
Note:

29
32
33
31
37
25
25
24
26
25
22
22
23
21
20
9
8
9
9
8
13
9
8
9
7
3
4
3
4
3
100
100
100
100
100
(1,362) (2,469) (1,748) (12,555) (99,868)

Due to rounding, percentages may not add to 100 per cent exactly.
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Table A15: Gross fortnight earnings among Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years,
9 June 2006, by remoteness
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
Remoteness		
or less –200 –300
–400
–500
–750 and over with		
									
earnings
					
per cent
Major cities
58
52
57
53
51
Inner regional 25
29
25
28
29
Outer regional 14
17
15
16
17
Remote/very
3
2
3
3
4
remote
Total
100
100
100
100
100
n
(87,313) (1,427) (2,263) (1,854) (1,432)
Note:

51
26
15
8

53
29
15
3

53
30
14
3

53
28
15
3

57
25
14
3

100
100
100
100
100
(1,362) (2,469) (1,748) (12,555) (99,868)

Due to rounding, percentages may not add to 100 per cent exactly.

Table A16: Gross fortnight earnings among Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years,
9 June 2006, by Indigenous status
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
Indigenous
		
or less –200 –300
–400
–500
–750 and over with		
status
									
earnings
					
per cent
Indigenous
3
2
2
1
4
Not Indigenous 88
87
88
90
89
Unknown
9
11
11
9
8
Total
100
100
100
100
100
n
(87,313) (1,427) (2,263) (1,854) (1,432)
Note:

72

10
2
2
3
3
83
91
92
89
88
6
7
6
8
9
100
100
100
100
100
(1,362) (2,469) (1,748) (12,555) (99,868)

Due to rounding, percentages may not add to 100 per cent exactly.
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Table A17: Gross fortnight earnings among Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years,
9 June 2006, by country of birth
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
Country
or less –200 –300
–400
–500
–750 and over with		
of birth		
									
earnings
					
per cent
Australia
64
73
67
70
72
English
8
7
8
9
9
speaking
country
Non–English
28
19
24
21
19
speaking
country
Total
100
100
100
100
100
n
(87,313) (1,427) (2,263) (1,854) (1,432)
Note:

74
8

75
9

77
10

72
9

65
8

18

16

14

19

27

100
100
100
100
100
(1,362) (2,469) (1,748) (12,555) (99,868)

Due to rounding, percentages may not add to 100 per cent exactly.

Table A18: Gross fortnight earnings among Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years who were
not born in Australia, 9 June 2006, by age at arrival in Australia
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
Age
or less –200 –300
–400
–500
–750 and over with		
at arrival		
									
earnings
					
per cent
Less than
25
16 years
16 years
75
and over
Total
100
n
(31,027)
Note:

29

29

29

32

33

37

35

32

26

70

71

70

68

67

63

65

68

74

100
(382)

100
(743)

100
(554)

100
(395)

100
(350)

100
(624)

100
(407)

100
100
(3,455) (34,482)

Due to rounding, percentages may not add to 100 per cent exactly.
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Table A19: Gross fortnight earnings among Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years who were
not born in Australia, 9 June 2006, by length of time in Australia
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
Length of
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
time in
		
or less –200 –300
–400
–500
–750 and over with		
Australia
									
earnings
					
per cent
Less than
16
10 years
10 years
83
and over
Total
100
n
(31,027)
Note:

16

14

12

14

13

10

9

13

16

84

86

87

86

86

90

91

87

84

100
(382)

100
(743)

100
(554)

100
(395)

100
(350)

100
(624)

100
(407)

100
100
(3,455) (34,482)

Due to rounding, percentages may not add to 100 per cent exactly.

Table A20: Gross fortnight earnings among Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years,
9 June 2006, by duration on Carer Payment
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
Duration
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
on CP		
or less –200 –300
–400
–500
–750 and over with		
									
earnings
					
per cent
Less than
23
20
21
22
23
12 months
One to less
19
15
17
19
22
than 2 years
2 to less
35
37
36
36
34
than 5 years
5 years
23
29
26
24
21
and over
Total
100
100
100
100
100
n
(87,313) (1,427) (2,263) (1,854) (1,432)
Note:

74

26

23

33

24

23

20

20

20

19

19

33

38

32

35

35

21

19

16

22

23

100
100
100
100
100
(1,362) (2,469) (1,748) (12,555) (99,868)

Due to rounding, percentages may not add to 100 per cent exactly.
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Table A21: Gross fortnight earnings among Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years,
9 June 2006, by number of people carer is providing care for
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
Number of
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
people carer
or less –200 –300
–400
–500
–750 and over with		
providing 		
earnings
care for 									
					
per cent
One
91
92
92
92
93
Two or more
9
8
8
8
7
Total
100
100
100
100
100
n
(87,313) (1,427) (2,263) (1,854) (1,432)

93
93
93
93
92
7
7
7
7
8
100
100
100
100
100
(1,362) (2,469) (1,748) (12,555) (99,868)

Table A22: Gross fortnight earnings among Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years,
9 June 2006, by sex of person being cared for(a)
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
Sex of
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
person
		
or
less
–200
–300
–400
–500
–750
and
over with		
being
earnings
cared 									
for
					
per cent
Female
49
Male
51
Total
100
n
(95,776)
(a)

53
49
47
51
100
100
(1,541) (2,457)

49
47
48
45
51
53
52
55
100
100
100
100
(2,011) (1,544) (1,466) (2,676)

48
48
49
52
52
51
100
100
100
(1,888) (13,583) (109,359)

A Carer Payment (CP) recipient may provide care for more than one person, and a person being cared for
may receive care from more than one CP recipient. Therefore, for cross-tabulations of CP recipient earnings
by characteristics of the person being cared for, the number of carer/caree pairs (109,359) needs to be
used, rather than the number of CP recipients (98,868).
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Table A23: Gross fortnight earnings among Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years,
9 June 2006, by age of person being cared for(a)
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
Age of
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
person
–200
–300
–400
–500
–750 and over with		
being 		 or less
earnings
cared 									
for
per cent
(years) 					
Less than 16
5
4
4
16–24
8
10
8
25–34
7
7
7
35–44
9
9
10
45–54
15
17
18
55–64
22
21
21
65–74
12
9
10
75 and over
22
23
21
Total
100
100
100
n
(95,776) (1,541) (2,457)

76

5
5
5
5
9
9
10
11
5
7
6
6
11
9
11
9
18
17
17
17
22
23
21
21
10
9
10
8
20
22
20
21
100
100
100
100
(2,011) (1,544) (1,466) (2,676)

5
5
5
11
10
8
6
6
7
11
10
10
17
17
15
19
21
22
9
9
11
20
21
22
100
100
100
(1,888) (13,583) (109,359)

(a)

A Carer Payment (CP) recipient may provide care for more than one person, and a person being cared for
may receive care from more than one CP recipient. Therefore, for cross-tabulations of CP recipient earnings
by characteristics of the person being cared for, the number of carer/caree pairs (109,359) needs to be
used, rather than the number of CP recipients (98,868).

Note:

Due to rounding, percentages may not add to 100 per cent exactly.
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Table A24: Gross fortnight earnings among Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years,
9 June 2006, by relationship of carer to person being cared for(a)
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
Relationship
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
of carer to
		 or less –200 –300
–400
–500
–750 and over with		
person being
									 earnings
cared for
					
per cent
Partner
43
42
46
47
47
45
47
Child
26
25
24
24
24
24
23
Parent, caree
13
16
14
13
13
14
15
aged 16 years
and over
Other related,
8
8
7
7
7
9
7
caree aged 16
years and over
Parent, caree
5
4
4
5
5
5
4
aged less than
16 years
Unrelated, caree 5
5
4
4
4
4
4
aged 16 years
and over
Total
100
100
100
100
100
100
100
n
(95,776) (1,541) (2,457) (2,011) (1,544) (1,466) (2,676)

48
23
15

46
24
14

44
26
13

6

7

8

5

5

5

3

4

5

100
100
100
(1,888) (13,583) (109,359)

(a)

A Carer Payment (CP) recipient may provide care for more than one person, and a person being cared for
may receive care from more than one CP recipient. Therefore, for cross-tabulations of CP recipient earnings
by characteristics of the person being cared for, the number of carer/caree pairs (109,359) needs to be
used, rather than the number of CP recipients (98,868).

Note:

Due to rounding, percentages may not add to 100 per cent exactly.
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Table A25: Gross fortnight earnings among Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years,
9 June 2006, by medical condition among adults being cared for(a)
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
Medical
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
condition
		 or less –200 –300
–400
–500
–750 and over with		
among adults
									
earnings
being cared for
					
per cent
Mental/
26
29
29
25
25
27
27
behavioural
Musculoskeletal 22
21
21
23
21
19
20
/connective
Circulatory
19
17
16
16
18
18
16
Nervous system 13
14
14
14
15
16
15
Injury/poisoning 4
4
4
5
5
4
5
Neoplasms
4
3
4
5
4
4
5
(cancer)
Respiratory
3
3
3
4
3
3
3
Other/unknown
8
8
9
8
8
10
8
Total
100
100
100
100
100
100
100
n
(90,762) (1,476) (2,350) (1,915) (1,461) (1,393) (2,553)

78

27

27

26

19

21

21

15
15
4
7

16
15
5
5

19
13
4
4

2
3
3
9
9
8
100
100
100
(1,787) (12,935) (103,697)

(a)

A Carer Payment (CP) recipient may provide care for more than one person, and a person being cared for
may receive care from more than one CP recipient. Therefore, for cross-tabulations of CP recipient earnings
by characteristics of the person being cared for, the number of carer/caree pairs needs to be used, rather
than the number of CP recipients.

Note:

Due to rounding, percentages may not add to 100 per cent exactly.
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Table A26: Gross fortnight earnings among Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years, 9 June 2006,
by total Adult Disability Assessment Tool (ADAT) score(a) among adults being cared for(b)
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
ADAT
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
score among
or less –200 –300
–400
–500
–750 and over with		
adults being 		
																 earnings
cared for
								 per cent
Less than 30
4
5
4
5
30–79
84
85
85
86
80 and over
12
11
11
9
Total
100
100
100
100
n
(90,762) (1,476) (2,350) (1,915)

5
4
5
5
5
4
85
84
86
85
85
84
10
12
9
11
10
12
100
100
100
100
100
100
(1,461) (1,393) (2,553) (1,787) (12,935) (103,697)

(a)

See endnote 13 for explanation of ADAT.

(b)

A Carer Payment (CP) recipient may provide care for more than one person, and a person being cared for
may receive care from more than one CP recipient. Therefore, when doing cross-tabulations of CP recipient
earnings by characteristics of the person being cared for, the number of carer/caree pairs needs to be used,
rather than the number of CP recipients.

Note:

Due to rounding, percentages may not add to 100 per cent exactly.

Table A27: Gross fortnight earnings among Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years, 9 June 2006,
by income support payment of adults being cared for(a)
				Gross fortnight earnings ($) 9 June 2006
Income support
0
100
101
201
301
401
501
751	Total	Total
payment of
			
or less –200 –300
–400
–500
–750 and over with		
adults being
																	 earnings
cared for
									 per cent
DSP
56
AP
30
Other
4
No payment
10
Total
100
n
(90,762)

60
61
60
26
27
27
4
4
3
10
9
9
100
100
100
(1,476) (2,350) (1,915)

61
62
61
26
26
25
3
3
3
11
9
11
100
100
100
(1,461) (1,393) (2,553)

59
61
57
24
26
29
4
3
4
13
10
10
100
100
100
(1,787) (12,935) (103,697)

(a)

A Carer Payment (CP) recipient may provide care for more than one person, and a person being cared for
may receive care from more than one CP recipient. Therefore, for cross-tabulations of CP recipient earnings
by characteristics of the person being cared for, the number of carer/caree pairs needs to be used, rather
than the number of CP recipients.

Note:

Due to rounding, percentages may not add to 100 per cent exactly.
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Table A28:	Carer Payment recipients aged 15 to 64 years, with and without earnings on 9 June 2006,
by medical condition among children being cared for(a)
		Earnings ($) 9 June 2006(b)
Medical
			
condition
among
No
With	Total
children being
earnings
earnings
cared for
		
		
per cent
Mental and behavioural disorders
Diseases of the nervous system
Diseases of the respiratory system
Congenital malformations,
deformations and chromosomal abnormalities
Other
Total
n

80

50
23
9
6

48
29
6
6

50
24
9
6

13
100
(5,014)

11
100
(648)

12
100
(5,662)

(a)

A Carer Payment (CP) recipient may provide care for more than one person, and a person being cared for
may receive care from more than one CP recipient. Therefore, for cross-tabulations of CP recipient earnings
by characteristics of the person being cared for, the number of carer/caree pairs needs to be used, rather
than the number of CP recipients.

(b)

Earnings levels are not disaggregated, as some numbers are too small for public release.

Note:

Due to rounding, percentages may not add to 100 per cent exactly.
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Endnotes
1

It should be noted, however, that findings, for example on income support reliance prior to
CP, relate specifically to CP recipients and cannot be generalised to the overall population of
informal carers.

2 CP recipients were excluded from the sample if they had a silent telephone number, or had
indicated a preference not to be involved in surveys, or the person being cared for had died
within the previous six months.
3 Each stratum was considered separately—the numbers were not added together to represent
the whole population of current and cancelled CP recipients. In order to do this, results would
need to be weighted back to the overall population in each stratum.
4 Where the CP survey and SDAC provide differing results, the CP survey is used in preference.
The sample for the CP survey was selected from Centrelink records of people known to be CP
recipients, whereas SDAC survey data relies on people self-identifying as CP recipients. As
recipients do not always correctly identify what payment they are on, the CP survey is likely to
be a more reliable sample of those actually receiving CP.
5 There are issues involved in selecting the period for examination of income support prior to
CP. If a period too close to grant of CP is chosen (for example, the fortnight immediately prior),
there is a risk of including people who simply came on to income support while their claim for
CP was being determined. If a period too far back (for example one year prior to CP grant) is
chosen, more people are excluded because the records in the carer dataset do not go back that
far. Also, the information may be less meaningful because some people may have churned in
and out of income support or between payments in the intervening period. The period
four fortnights prior to start of CP was chosen as a compromise. Of the 99,868 CP recipients,
28,731 were already on CP in fortnight four of the carer dataset. For these recipients,
information on income support payment type for the period four fortnights prior to
commencement on CP is not available. These recipients have been deleted from the analysis in
this section.
6 While the figures from the CP survey show percentages for ease of comparison, it needs to be
noted that numbers in some strata, as shown in Table 1, are very small.
7 The proportions in paid work prior to commencing caring are slightly higher than in Edwards et
al. 2008, where among female CP recipients not working at the time of interview, around
47 per cent had been employed prior to caring. However, this refers to female recipients not
employed at the time of interview, while the SDAC data cited above refers to all CP recipients.
8 The question and data item in SDAC does not specify whether hours of work were changed
specifically due to caring responsibilities.
9 Educational attainment is not available in administrative data. The data from SDAC (ABS 2003)
suggests that CP recipients in paid work had higher education levels than those who were not,
but the sample sizes in the CP survey were not large enough to obtain statistically significant
results on this issue.
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10 Unpublished data from an internal FaHCSIA research project on factors influencing maintenance
of Carer Payment. This is also consistent with administrative data on payment to payment
transfers.
11 Two groups of cancelled recipients were selected for the survey—those cancelled due to
income above the income test limit, and those cancelled for other reasons. However, when
asked at interview the reasons for cancellation, the responses of both groups were similar.
12 Unpublished data from an internal FaHCSIA research project on factors influencing maintenance
of Carer Payment.
13 The ADAT is used to determine the level of care required, and eligibility for CP, where the person
being cared for is aged 16 years or over. The total ADAT score is calculated by combining scores
provided by the carer and the treating health professional (THP). Only the total score was used
in this analysis. The ranges used reflect different levels of CP eligibility:
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w

If the THP score is less than eight or the total score is less than 20, the caree does not
qualify their carer for CP.

w

If the THP score is at least eight and the total score is at least 20, the caree will medically
qualify their carer for CP if the carer has a dependent child aged under 6 years, or is
receiving CA for a disabled child.

w

If the THP score is at least 10 and the total score is at least 25, the caree medically qualifies
their carer for CP.

w

If the THP score is at least 12 and the total score at least 30, the caree medically qualifies
their carer for CA and CP.

w

If the THP score is at least 32 and the total score is at least 80, the caree medically qualifies
more than one carer for CP.
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Changes in the distribution of food
expenditure and family income
from 2001 to 2005
Garry F Barrett
School of Economics, University of New South Wales1

1 Introduction
Issues
A large body of literature has established that family expenditure provides a more reliable guide
to a family’s economic wellbeing at a point in time than current income (Blundell & Preston 1998;
Deaton 1997; Deaton & Paxson 1994). If families have access to formal or informal credit facilities
or insurance opportunities they have some capacity to smooth fluctuations in current income.
Income in an atypically good (bad) period provides an overestimate (underestimate) of family
wellbeing at a point in time. Family expenditures also provide a more reliable guide to long-term
wellbeing as consumption decisions take into account expectations about future incomes (Deaton
1997). Recent international research on economic inequality and welfare has begun to examine
expenditure data for analysing trends in distribution of material wellbeing.2

Findings
The research presented in this paper contributes to the literature on economic inequality, poverty
and welfare by analysing the expenditure and income information in the Household, Income
and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey data. The empirical analysis focuses on the
distribution of food expenditure and net income recorded in Wave 1 (2001) to Wave 5 (2005) of
the HILDA survey. This was a period of sustained real growth in Australia’s gross domestic product
coinciding with declining national unemployment rates, and increasing labour force participation
rates, for men and women.3 This period followed the significant reforms to the Australian tax
and welfare system in July 2000, which included introduction of a broad goods and services tax,
reduction in personal income marginal tax rates (and increased threshold), and changes to benefit
levels and benefit taper rates for earnings.
The analysis uses the concepts of stochastic dominance and Lorenz dominance relations to
consider changes in inequality, poverty and welfare over time. The advantage of the dominance
concepts is that they highlight changes in welfare, poverty and inequality that are consistent with
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wide classes of summary indices of poverty and inequality and do not depend on the choice of a
specific poverty line. The statistical methods take account of the dependent nature of the HILDA
panel but do not impose any auxiliary assumptions. In particular, the methods do not impose
any shape restrictions on the underlying distributions nor do they require the aggregation of the
population into deciles (or other quintiles). These are important attributes of the formal tests;
otherwise the statistical framework may compromise the value of the dominance analysis.
The analysis generates a number of robust empirical findings. The food consumption measure of
economic wellbeing indicates an increase in material wellbeing and a corresponding decline in
poverty from 2001 to 2005. The gain in social welfare and reduction in poverty was concentrated
between 2003 and 2005. These trends are consistent with broad classes of welfare and poverty
indices and apply for all possible settings of the poverty line. At the same time, there was no
discernible change in relative inequality over the full sample period, or between adjacent waves of
the survey. The trends at the aggregate level were largely mirrored by changes in the distributions
within each birth cohort. In comparison, changes in the distribution of net income over 2001–05
were broadly consistent with those observed for food consumption. However, greater volatility
in the distribution of income between adjacent years was evident; a decline in aggregate income
inequality between 2003 and 2004 was reversed between 2004 and 2005. These results are
consistent with the motivation for examining expenditure-based measures of wellbeing, which
incorporate consumption-smoothing activities and forward-looking behaviour, rather than solely
focusing on income measures when undertaking distributional analysis.

Structure of paper
The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 lays out the definition of key data items and the
construction of the analysis sample. Section 3 explains the concepts of stochastic dominance and
Lorenz dominance and briefly outlines the statistical tests. Section 4 presents and discusses the
empirical results and Section 5 recaps the main results of the analysis and presents suggestions
for extending the analysis with future waves of the HILDA survey.

2 Data
The empirical analysis is based on the HILDA survey. The analysis focuses on the household
expenditure items recorded in Waves 1, 3, 4 and 5, which were collected between 2001 and
2005.4 The HILDA survey data consists of a number of separate household and person files.
Individuals in the same household are linked within a wave, and individuals are tracked across
waves. The expenditure and income information used in the analysis is drawn from the Household
Questionnaire files.
The analysis sample—an unbalanced panel of households—was constructed through a sequence
of steps. In Wave 1 a reference person was defined for each household. The reference person was
selected by applying the following criteria in order:
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w

one partner of a couple with children

w

one partner of a couple without children

Changes in the distribution of food expenditure and family income from 2001 to 2005

w

lone parent with children

w

the individual with the lowest ‘person number’ on the Household Questionnaire.5

The household reference person was tracked through Waves 3 to 5 of HILDA to create a
longitudinal record for the household.
In Wave 3 (and later waves), for households without a reference person tracked from a prior wave,
the reference person criterion was applied and the nominated reference person was tracked over
subsequent waves.6
All household records in each wave of the survey were used except in instances where the
household was composed of multiple families. Household expenditures are reported by one
household member, and this information can be particularly unreliable for households containing
multiple families. Multiple family households make up a small fraction of the full sample and are
mostly groups of unrelated young adults.7 The selection of single-family households resulted in an
unbalanced panel of 10,136 households observed at least once in HILDA Waves 1, 3, 4 or 5.
The primary economic variables of interest in the analysis are household food expenditure and net
(or disposable) income. The bundle of food expenditures constructed using Wave 1 to 5 information
in HILDA consists of usual household weekly expenditures on food plus meals outside the home.
Both items explicitly exclude spending on alcoholic beverages. The expenditure items correspond
to usual spending over a week, and are scaled by a factor of 4.33 to correspond to a monthly time
period.
Missing values for the expenditure items are imputed using regression methods. Usual
expenditures on food at home are regressed on a series of indicator variables for the age of the
household reference person, family type, number of children by age category, number of family
members with chronic health conditions, indicators for location (state and regional or remote area)
and a quadratic in income.8 The regressions are estimated using the sample of valid responses,
and the estimates then used to generate predictions for observations with missing values. This
imputation method is equivalent to assigning cell means to the missing values with the cells
defined by the detailed set of explanatory variables in the regression.9
It is important to note that the food expenditures measured across Waves 1 to 5 in HILDA have
potential limitations. One issue is that the expenditure information in HILDA is collected through
recall questions rather than using diary methods as applied in some specialised expenditure
surveys such as the Australian Bureau of Statistics Household Expenditure Survey. There is a
concern that recall data may be less reliable than data collected through the diary method. This
issue was considered by Browning, Crossley and Weber (2003) who provided a comparison of
‘food at home’ expenditure recorded using recall and diary methods across a variety of Canadian
surveys. They found that the information collected through interview recall questions was closely
aligned with the information obtained through diary methods and concluded that ‘respondents do
a remarkably good job of reporting their household’s expenditures on food at home’ (Browning,
Crossley & Weber 2003, p. F551).10
Another issue is that the set of food expenditures consistently measured across Waves 1 to 5 in
HILDA is more restrictive than the bundle of non-durable items usually employed in distributional
studies based on specialised expenditure surveys, such as in Barrett, Crossley and Worswick
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(2000) and Pendakur (1998). In these studies the bundle of non-durable commodities examined
typically includes expenditure on food plus household utilities (such as fuel and telephone bills)
and transport services. The more limited expenditure information in the early waves of HILDA
is characteristic of many general population panel surveys collected in other countries (see
Browning, Crossley & Weber 2003). Indeed, the most analysed panel data set—the United States
Panel Study of Income Dynamics—only consistently collects expenditure information on ‘food
at home’. In considering this issue Browning and colleagues (2003, p. F548) found that ‘food at
home’ expenditure proved to be very useful in inferring total household non-durable expenditures.
In addition, a number of influential studies have found that even this relatively narrow measure
of non-durable expenditure was very informative about the distribution of wellbeing (Meyer &
Sullivan 2003) and provided a reliable guide to changes in the welfare experienced by specific
demographic groups resulting from changes in the economic and policy environment (Banks,
Blundell & Tanner 1998; Gruber 1997, 2000; Stephens 2001).11 Given the experiences with panel
surveys from other countries, it is useful to consider the inferences that may be drawn from the
food expenditure information in the early waves of HILDA.12
The second key economic variable examined is household disposable income or ‘net income.’13
As these items refer to a ‘financial year’ accounting period, net income was divided by 12 to make
it comparable to monthly expenditures. To minimise the impact of outliers on the results, the
distributions of expenditure and income are censored at the bottom and top percentile. Adapting
the method of Blundell and Preston (1998), values below the bottom percentile were set equal to
the value of the first percentile, and values above the 99th percentile were reset equal to the 99th
percentile value.
Further adjustments were made to the expenditure and income data. Both economic variables
were inflated to 2005 prices using the national consumer price index.14 Household values were
adjusted for differences in family composition. In analysing consumption patterns it is natural to
treat the family as the basic spending unit. However, social welfare and family wellbeing are usually
considered to be functions of the wellbeing of constituent individuals. An individual’s wellbeing
will be determined by their access to family resources, which will depend on family characteristics,
especially family size. This is because many goods have within-family public good features and
there may be economies of scale in consumption for larger families. An adult equivalent scale (AES)
is used to adjust family income and consumption to individual-equivalent levels, which makes
values comparable for individuals living in families of differing sizes. The AES used in the analysis
is the square root of the number of family members.15 This AES is widely used in distributional
research and lies near the middle of the broad range of adult equivalent scales surveyed by
Buhmann et al. (1988). Household income and consumption are adjusted by dividing them by the
adult equivalent scale. The HILDA data is weighted at the household level, and the household
weight for each record is multiplied by family size in order to generate distributions of
adult-equivalent income and consumption that are representative of the population of
individuals.16
The standard model of intertemporal consumer behaviour predicts consumption patterns varying
over an individual’s life cycle. Consequently it is problematic to draw inferences about differences
in wellbeing from a comparison of consumption across individuals from different birth cohorts. A
comparison across cohorts will reflect differences in economic welfare only if the cohorts faced the
same history of interest rates and shocks to permanent income. As Deaton (1997) and Blundell and
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Preston (1998) have shown, the distribution of consumption provides a more accurate reflection
of the distribution of wellbeing when considered within specific birth cohorts. Therefore the
analysis will consider the distributions of consumption and income in aggregate as well as within
birth cohorts. The household’s birth cohort is defined by the birth year of the household reference
person.
Descriptive statistics for the sample are presented in Table A1. The sample is an unbalanced panel
with observations on 7,393 households in Wave 1 and 6,875 in Wave 5.17 Average food expenditure
decreased slightly from Wave 1 to Wave 3, and then progressively increased from Wave 3 to
Wave 5. Average net income increased across successive waves of the survey. Over the observation
period the average share of income devoted to food expenditure declined from 0.154 in 2000 to
0.149 in 2005. By ‘Engel’s law’,18 the decline in the average food expenditure share is consistent
with an improvement in average living standards over the observation period. The family structure
of the sample was generally stable, with a slight increase in the incidence of families composed of
couples without children and a similar decline in couple families with dependent children.
There was a slightly higher incidence of households in younger birth cohorts at the end of the
sample period.
Additional summary measures for the distribution of expenditure and income are presented in
Table A2. The changes over time in average expenditure and income were mirrored at the first
and ninth deciles. In terms of summary inequality measures, the Gini coefficient and the standard
deviation of logs for expenditures suggest a decrease in inequality from Wave 1 to Wave 3 that
is reversed over Waves 3 to 5, with the observation period ending with higher overall inequality.
The summary measures for income indicate that inequality decreased from Wave 1 to Wave 4 then
increased slightly from Wave 4 to Wave 5, and over the full sample period there was a net decline in
inequality. The ABS (2007) reports a similar trend in the distribution of adult-equivalent household
net income over the same period based on the Survey of Income and Housing.19 The following
analysis will determine whether the changes observed in the HILDA data are statistically significant
and supported by broad classes of summary measures of welfare, poverty and inequality.

3 Methods
Stochastic dominance and Lorenz dominance relations
Stochastic dominance
Stochastic dominance is closely related to social welfare comparisons as outlined in Deaton (1997)
and Lambert (2001). Weak first order stochastic dominance (SD1) of the cumulative distribution
function F1 by F2 corresponds to F2(z) ≤ F1(z) for all income (or other measure of economic
wellbeing) values z. When this occurs social welfare in the population summarised by F2 is at least
as large as that in the F1 population for any social welfare function of the form
W(H)=∫U(z)dF(z) where U is any increasing monotonic function of z; that is, U'(z) ≥ 0.20
Second order stochastic dominance (SD2) of F1 by F2 corresponds to F2 (t)dt ≤ F1 (t)dt for all z,
and implies that social welfare in F2 is at least as large as that in F1 for any social welfare function
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of the form W(F) where U is monotonically increasing and concave; that is U’(z) ≥ 0 and U’’(z) ≤ 0.
Finally, third order stochastic dominance (SD3) of F1 by F2 corresponds to
F2 (t)dtds ≤
F1 (t)dtds for all z and has the implication that the social welfare in the
population summarised by F2 is at least as large as that in the F1 population for any social welfare
function of the form W(F) where U satisfies U’(z) ≥ 0, and U”(z) ≤ 0 and U’’’(z) ≥ 0.
Stochastic dominance (SD) orderings are related to poverty orderings, which are robust to the
setting of the poverty line and the choice of poverty measure. The duality between SD orderings
and robust poverty orderings has been laid out in the work of Atkinson (1987), Jenkins and Lambert
(1997, 1998a, 1998b), Ravallion (1994) and Shorrocks (1995, 1998). In particular, SD1 implies that
distribution F2 has a lower incidence of poverty than F1 for all possible values of the poverty
line z. Ravallion (1994) intuitively labels the Fi(z) curve the ‘poverty incidence curve’ since the
value of Fi(z) corresponds to the head-count ratio when the poverty line is set at the value z. If F2 is
below F1 over the range of incomes, then the poverty head-count ratio will be less in F2 than F1 for
all possible values of the poverty line. Likewise, F2 will be measured as having less poverty than F1
according to the class of poverty measures that satisfy the properties of continuity, monotonicity,
symmetry and replication invariance. SD2 is equivalent to lower average poverty gaps (the
average shortfall of the income of the poor from the poverty line) in distribution F2 than F1 for all
Fi(t)dt curve is often referred to
possible settings of the poverty line. As a consequence, the
as the ‘poverty deficit curve’. SD2 also implies that F2 will be ranked as having less poverty than
F1 by the more restricted set of poverty measures that satisfy the additional property of ‘transfer
sensitivity’.21
Finally, SD3 implies that F2 has less poverty ‘severity’ than F1 for all possible settings of the poverty
Fi (t)dtds curve is the integral of poverty deficit curve at each income value and
line. The
is intuitively referred to as the ‘poverty severity curve’. SD3 is equivalent to the poverty ranking
generated by the class of poverty measures further restricted to the set that exhibit ‘diminishing
sensitivity to transfers’. This property limits attention to the set of measures that are more
sensitive to transfers near the bottom of the distribution among the poor.22 Poverty measures
consistent with SD3 are sensitive to inequality among the poor and include the class of poverty
indices proposed by Foster, Greer and Thorbecke (1984) for α>2 and by Clark, Hemming and Ulph
(1981).

Lorenz dominance
The Lorenz curve is a key tool used to measure inequality. The Lorenz curve, L(p), graphs the share
of total income received by the poorest p proportion (or 100p per cent) of the population. If income
is equally distributed then the Lorenz curve corresponds to a 45-degree line. At the other extreme,
if one person receives all income and the remaining members of the population receive no income,
the Lorenz curve coincides with the bottom axis. Actual income distributions fall between these
hypothetical extremes, and the closer a Lorenz curve is to the line of equality the more equal the
distribution.
Related to the Lorenz curve is the concept of Lorenz dominance. Distribution 1 (weakly) Lorenz
dominates distribution 2 if the Lorenz curve for 1 lies on or above the Lorenz curve for 2. Lorenz
dominance requires that L1(p) ≥ L2(p) for all values of p. In this case, L1(p) is unambiguously closer
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to the line of equality and is ranked as more equal than L2(p). Further, L1(p) can be reached from
L2(p) through a sequence of progressive transfers. The Lorenz dominance criterion provides a
partial ordering of income distributions that is scale free (depending on income shares only) and
respects the ‘principle of transfers’.
These normative criteria are widely accepted as minimal conditions for ranking distributions by the
level of relative inequality. A wide set of inequality indices respect the Lorenz dominance criterion,
including the popular Gini coefficient, the various generalisations of the Gini (such as Chakravarty
1988; Donaldson & Weymark 1980, 1983; Kakwani 1980; Yitzhaki 1983), and the Atkinson or ‘mean
of order r’ indices (Atkinson 1970; Blackorby & Donaldson 1978).23 However, all these summary
indices of inequality embody additional normative assumptions, which are often controversial.
Therefore the analysis will directly test whether the food expenditure and income distributions
can be ordered over time according to the Lorenz dominance criteria. Any ordering found will be
consistent with the ordering generated by all these summary measures of inequality.

Statistical tests
The empirical analysis formally tests for SD relations over time. The SD tests applied are those
presented in Barrett and Donald (2003); these tests have the desirable properties of being
nonparametric since they do not impose any shape restrictions on the underlying distributions,
they consider the full set of restrictions implied by SD and allow for the dependence structure of
the HILDA panel data. The precise hypotheses tested are, for SD1,
: F2 (z) ≤ F2 (z) for all z

[a,b]

: F2 (z) > F1 (z) for some z

[a,b]

for SD2
:

F2 (t)dt ≤

F1 (t)dt for all z

:

F2 (t)dt >

F1 (t)dt for some z

[a,b]
[a,b]

and for SD3
:

F2 (t)dtds ≤

:

F2 (t)dt >

F1 (t)dtds for all z
F1 (t)dtds for all z

[a,b]
[a,b]

where Fi(z) is the cumulative distribution function for z. The values a and b represent the lower
and upper bounds, respectively, for the level of individual wellbeing z. The test statistics are
constructed from the empirical distribution functions (and integrals of the distribution functions)
and measure the largest violation of the null hypothesis:
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denotes the empirical cumulative distribution function and ni is the sample size for
where
distributions i=1,2. The test statistics are analogous to Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests of distributional
equality. Bootstrap resampling,24 which takes account of the dependent structure of the panel
data,25 is used to approximate the sampling distribution of the tests statistics. The simulated
distributions are used to determine the P-value of the tests. A P-value represents the probability
of rejecting a true null hypothesis, and is interpreted as the smallest significance level at which the
null hypothesis can be rejected. Therefore a low P-value indicates there is strong evidence against
the null hypothesis (whereas a high P-value reveals there is little evidence on which to reject the
null).
The tests of Lorenz dominance (LD) applied in the analysis are detailed in Barrett, Bhattacharya
and Donald (2006). The LD tests are analogous to the tests of SD. The formal hypotheses tested
are:
: L1 (p) ≥ L2 (p) for all p

[0,1]

: L1 (p) < L2 (p) for all p

[0,1]

The null hypothesis corresponds to the weak LD of distribution 1 over 2. The alternative hypothesis
is that L2 (p) lies somewhere strictly above L1 (p). The test statistic is based on the largest
difference between the two empirical Lorenz curves:

where
and
correspond to the respective empirical Lorenz curves. The test statistic
measures the evidence against the null hypothesis by the largest vertical distance by which
. When there is no evidence against the null, the test statistic will be zero, whereas
exceeds
strong evidence against the null will result in a large, positive value of the test statistic. The
empirical bootstrap is used to simulate the sampling distribution of the test statistic and provide
the P-value of the test.

4 Results
Stochastic dominance
The distribution of food expenditure in Wave 1 and Wave 3 are illustrated in Figures A1 to A6.
Figure A1 presents the empirical distribution functions (or ‘poverty incidence curves’) for
Wave 1 and Wave 3, which relate to the SD1 ordering. Figure A2 provides a plot of the difference in
. Large positive values of this difference provide evidence
the distribution functions,
against the hypothesis that the Wave 1 distribution is stochastically dominated by the Wave 3
distribution at order 1. Conversely, large negative values of the difference provide evidence against
the hypothesis that the Wave 1 distribution stochastically dominates the Wave 3 distribution at
order 1. It is clear from Figure A2 that the Wave 1 and Wave 3 cumulative distribution functions
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cross multiple times, suggesting they may not be ordered by the SD1 relation. Figure A3 presents
the integrals of the cumulative distribution functions (or ‘poverty depth curves’) that relate to the
SD2 ordering, and Figure A4 graphs the difference in the SD2 curves. This difference is positive
over the range of expenditure values, which suggests that the Wave 1 expenditure distribution
strongly stochastically dominates the Wave 3 distribution at order 2. If statistically significant, this
would be equivalent to welfare declining and poverty increasing from 2001 to 2003 according to a
set of ‘poverty depth’ measures and for all potential values of the poverty line. Figure A5 presents
the curves relevant for SD3 (the ‘poverty severity curves’). From Figure A6 it appears that the Wave
1 expenditure distribution stochastically dominates the Wave 3 expenditure distribution at order
3. Based on this simple visual comparison, it appears that welfare declined and poverty increased
from Wave 1 to 3 according to the more narrow set of measures consistent with the ‘poverty
severity’ axioms and for all possible settings of the poverty line. The econometric tests formally
assess whether these dominance relations are statistically significant.
Graphs corresponding to the comparison of expenditure distributions in Waves 3 and 4, and
Waves 4 and 5, are presented in Figures A7 to A18. The comparison of expenditure distributions
across the full sample period is shown in Figures A19 to A24. Graphs for comparison of the income
distributions across adjacent waves, and across the full sample period, are presented in
Figures A25 to A48.
Formal tests for SD orderings of the expenditure and income distributions were performed and the
P-value of the tests reported in Table A3. The top panel of Table A3 relates to SD tests based on the
expenditure distributions for the full sample. The first row of Table A3 reports the P-values for the
SD tests involving the expenditure distributions in Wave 1 (Exp01) and Wave 3 (Exp03).
The first number, 0.03, is the P-value for the Wave 1 distribution being stochastically dominated
by the Wave 3 distribution at order 1 (or, by shorthand, Exp01 SD1 Exp03). At the conventional level
of significance of 0.05 (or a 95 per cent level of confidence) this null hypothesis is rejected. The
P-value for the null that Exp01 SD2 Exp03 is 0.19 which is above conventional levels of significance
and hence is not rejected, nor is the null of Exp01 SD3 Exp03. The role of the two distributions
was then reversed and the tests repeated. The P-value for the null hypothesis Exp03 SD1 Exp01 is
0.05, which also leads to rejection of the hypothesis. Therefore both null hypotheses for SD1 are
rejected and it can be concluded that the two distributions cannot be ordered by the SD1 concept.
For Exp03 SD2 Exp01 and Exp03 SD3 Exp01, the P-values are higher than conventional levels of
significance and so the null hypotheses are not rejected. This result implies that the SD2 and SD3
related curves are statistically equal. Therefore there is no significant change in the level of welfare
or consumption poverty between Wave 1 and 3 according to the SD2 and SD3 criteria.
The tests were carried out comparing the distributions in Waves 3 and 4. The hypotheses that
Exp03 SD Exp04 were not rejected for orders 1 to 3, while the reverse hypotheses that Exp04
SD Exp03 were rejected at all orders. Together the results imply that welfare increased and
poverty declined from 2003 to 2004. Similarly, the results from the comparison of Wave 4 and 5
distributions reveal that welfare continued to increase and poverty declined further from 2004
to 2005. The last row of the top panel in Table A3 is based on the comparison of Wave 1 and 5.
Over the full sample period it can be concluded that welfare significantly increased and poverty
significantly declined. These conclusions are robust in the sense that they are not conditional on
a specific welfare index or poverty measure, but apply to broad classes of welfare and poverty
indices and all possible dollar values of the poverty line. The period 2001 to 2005 was a time of
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sustained economic growth and it is apparent from the consumption distributions that general
wellbeing improved and poverty declined.
The SD tests were repeated using the income distributions. The P-values for the income-based
tests are presented in the second panel of Table A3. The test results mirror those based on the
consumption distribution with the exception that the distributions in Waves 1 and 3 were found to
coincide at SD1 (rather than be unordered). The general conclusion also drawn from the income
distribution SD tests is that social welfare improved and economic poverty declined over the
sample period.
The next step of the analysis involved testing for SD orderings of the consumption and income
distributions within birth cohorts, which were grouped into ten-year bands. For brevity, the
P-values for the tests involving the Wave 1 and Wave 5 distributions only are presented in the lower
panel of Table A3.26 Given the smaller sample sizes for the individual birth cohorts, it is appropriate
to adopt a higher level of significance in drawing inferences (such as a 10 per cent significance
level). The results from a comparison of expenditure distributions within cohorts are not as strong
as those found for the aggregate comparisons. For the youngest cohort (born 1980–89) and the
cohorts born between 1930 and 1949, there was no apparent change in welfare and poverty.
Changes within the other cohorts (pre-1929, 1950–59, 1960–69, 1970–79) reflect the trend found
at the aggregate level. The results based on comparing the income distributions within cohorts
tended to mirrored the trends found at the aggregate level.

Lorenz dominance
The next step in the analysis was to test for Lorenz dominance relations among the expenditure
and income distributions. The Lorenz dominance criterion focuses on relative inequality exhibited
by distributions and is based on a comparison of Lorenz curves (LC). Figure A49 graphs the LCs for
the food expenditure distributions in Waves 1 and 3, and Figure A50 plots the difference between
the two LCs. Figures A51 and A52 presents the corresponding graphs for Waves 3 and 4. These
figures show that the pair of LCs cross and may not be ordered by the Lorenz dominance criterion.
Figures A53 to A56 present the LC plots for Wave 4 and 5, and Wave 1 and 5, comparisons. These
sets of LCs also cross, suggesting that they may not be ranked according to the Lorenz dominance
criterion either. The income-based LCs are presented in Figures A57 to A64, where crossing
involving the Wave 1 and 3 distributions are evident. The crossings and differences in the LCs over
time may reflect sampling variability rather than statistical significance, which is assessed with the
formal statistical tests of Lorenz dominance.
Lorenz dominance test results are presented Table A4. The top panel of Table A4 reports the
P-value of the tests based on the food expenditure distributions. From the high P-values in the
first row, weak Lorenz dominance of Wave 1 over 3, and Wave 3 over 1, are not rejected. Together
these results imply that the LCs for Wave 1 and Wave 3 coincide and that the two distributions are
‘equally unequal’. The same conclusion is drawn from comparisons of the expenditure LCs between
Waves 3 and 4, Waves 4 and 5, and across the full sample period. Therefore, at the aggregate level,
the food expenditure distributions reveal that there has been no significant change in the level of
relative inequality between 2001 and 2005.
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The second panel of Table A4 reports the Lorenz dominance test results based on the distribution
of net income. The Wave 1 and Wave 3 income LCs are found to coincide. However, the Wave 4
distribution is found to strongly Lorenz dominate the Wave 3 income distribution at the 5 per cent
(and 1 per cent) significance level. This implies that relative income inequality declined from 2003
to 2004. The Wave 4 income distribution is also found to strongly Lorenz dominate the Wave 5
distribution at the 5 per cent significance level. Hence the decrease in income inequality from 2003
to 2004 was reversed between 2004 and 2005. Over the full sample period no significant difference
in income inequality was found.
It is notable that there is greater volatility in aggregate income inequality than in food expenditure
inequality across adjacent waves of HILDA. The volatility in income inequality may be a reflection
of underlying temporary fluctuations in income. The transitory income fluctuations are smoothed,
at least in part, by households through their consumption decisions which dampen the impact
of income shocks on household and individual wellbeing. The instability in current incomes and
the observed volatility of income inequality underscore the value of examining the distribution
of food expenditure (and non-durable expenditure more generally), which incorporate household
consumption decisions.
The next series of tests examined Lorenz dominance relations by birth cohort. The lower panel
of Table A4 present the Lorenz dominance test results for each birth cohort across the sample
period. There was no significant change in expenditure inequality within birth cohorts apart from
the 1970–79 cohort, which experienced a reduction in inequality. Most cohorts also experienced
no change in income inequality, although the 1980–89 and 1950–59 cohorts exhibited a significant
decline in inequality.
Overall, the Lorenz dominance test results based on the food expenditure distributions reveal that
economic inequality remained unchanged between 2001 and 2005. This stability in inequality was
experienced within almost all birth cohorts. While there was no general trend in income inequality
across the observation period, income inequality fluctuated significantly between adjacent waves.
The instability in income inequality over relatively short periods is consistent with the rationale for
adopting consumption-based measures of economic wellbeing.

95

australian social policy no. 8

5 Conclusions
This paper provides an analysis of the household expenditure distributions in Wave 1 to Wave 5 of
the HILDA survey. The study is based on the idea that expenditure can provide a more accurate
measure of family wellbeing at a point in time than current income. The study examined changes
in economic welfare, poverty and inequality over the 2001–05 period. The analysis proceeds by
constructing the distribution of real adult-equivalent, non-durable expenditure in each wave and
then by testing for stochastic dominance and Lorenz dominance relations across waves. The tests
were also performed for the distribution of real adult-equivalent, net income. The comparison of
expenditure distributions generated robust results. Social welfare increased and economic poverty
declined over the sample period while inequality remained unchanged. The gains in social welfare
and decline in economic poverty were concentrated in the period 2003–05. These conclusions are
not sensitive to the choice of a specific summary measure of welfare, inequality or poverty, or to a
particular value of the poverty line. Similar trends in welfare and poverty were apparent from the
comparisons of the income distributions. However, income inequality tended to fluctuate between
adjacent waves of the survey.
There are a number of directions in which the research presented in this paper can be extended.
The HILDA survey began collecting a more detailed list of expenditure items in Wave 5, and it would
be useful to consider how closely the food bundle relates to broader definitions of non-durable
consumption over time. It would also be informative to explore the labour supply and family
dynamics associated with the observed improvements in social welfare and economic poverty.
Similarly, it would be interesting to assess the changing incidence of the tax-transfer system over
this period. The HILDA survey data has potential to reveal behavioural changes that underlie the
trends in social welfare and poverty observed at the aggregate level.
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Appendix A
Table A1:	Descriptive statistics of sample
		
Wave 1
Food expenditure

Sample means
Wave 3

Wave 4

Wave 5

432

429

442

453

Net income

2,813

2,855

2,942

3,045

Household size

3.267

3.228

3.242

3.232

Adult-equivalents

1.758

1.747

1.750

1.748

				
Family type				
Single adult

0.104

0.105

0.106

0.105

Couple with no kids

0.306

0.309

0.310

0.317

Couple with kids

0.456

0.445

0.441

0.439

Lone parent family

0.091

0.093

0.094

0.091

Other

0.044

0.048

0.049

0.048

				
Birth cohort				
1980–89

0.014

0.032

0.037

0.049

1970–79

0.144

0.172

0.186

0.196

1960–69

0.262

0.261

0.265

0.263

1950–59

0.263

0.247

0.237

0.227

1940–49

0.156

0.142

0.137

0.134

1930–39

0.086

0.080

0.079

0.076

1920–29

0.059

0.052

0.047

0.045

1910–19

0.016

0.012

0.011

0.009

7,393

6,857

6,748

6,875

Observations
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Table A2: Summary statistics for the distribution of adult equivalent expenditure and income
			
1st
9th
9:1 ratio		
Economic variable
Mean
Median
decile
decile
decile
Gini
							

Standard
deviation
(In)

Food expenditure Wave 1

432

398

237

674

2.846

0.228

0.413

Food expenditure Wave 3

429

400

235

667

2.840

0.226

0.412

Food expenditure Wave 4

442

409

237

689

2.908

0.228

0.417

Food expenditure Wave 5

453

426

245

704

2.875

0.230

0.423
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Net income Wave 1

2,813

2,497

1,084

4,927

4.544

0.313

0.734

Net income Wave 3

2,855

Net income Wave 4

2,942

2,548

1,131

4,984

4.407

0.309

0.622

2,652

1,192

5,005

4.199

0.300

0.596

Net income Wave 5

3,045

2,726

1,195

5,370

4.495

0.309

0.632
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Table A3: Stochastic dominance test results
			F2 ≤ F1				F1 ≤ F2
F1

F2

		

(H0: falling poverty, rising welfare)
SD1

SD2

SD3		

(H0: rising poverty, falling welfare)
SD1

SD2

SD3

Exp01

Exp03

0.03

0.19

0.23		

0.05

0.87

0.81

Exp03

Exp04

0.70

0.88

0.82		

0.00

0.00

0.00

Exp04

Exp05

0.44

0.70

0.64		

0.00

0.01

0.02

Exp01

Exp05

0.72

0.61

0.62		

0.00

0.00

0.00

Inc01

Inc03

0.88

0.88

0.85		

0.19

0.12

0.07

Inc03

Inc04

0.56

0.89

0.85		

0.03

0.02

0.00

Inc04

Inc05

0.84

0.67

0.63		

0.06

0.00

0.00

Inc01

Inc05

1.00

0.85

0.82		

0.00

0.00

0.00

Birth cohort
1980–89			
Exp01

Exp05

0.67

0.64

0.63		

0.15

0.28

0.27

Inc01

Inc05

0.99

0.84

0.80		

0.00

0.00

0.00

1970–79			
Exp01

Exp05

0.91

0.90

0.84		

0.00

0.00

0.00

Inc01

Inc05

1.00

0.88

0.85		

0.00

0.00

0.00

1960–69			
Exp01

Exp05

0.85

0.65

0.64		

0.00

0.00

0.00

Inc01

Inc05

1.00

0.82

0.79		

0.00

0.00

0.00

1950–59				
Exp01

Exp05

0.97

0.81

0.76		

0.00

0.00

0.00

Inc01

Inc05

1.00

0.89

0.82		

0.00

0.00

0.00

1940–49				
Exp01

Exp05

0.57

0.64

0.58		

0.11

0.17

0.20

Inc01

Inc05

0.12

0.61

0.68		

0.42

0.46

0.42

1930–39				
Exp01

Exp05

0.50

0.55

0.50		

0.44

0.55

0.48

Inc01

Inc05

0.36

0.62

0.84		

0.00

0.44

0.46

1920–29				
Exp01

Exp05

0.58

0.49

0.48		

0.06

0.16

0.20

Inc01

Inc05

0.40

0.69

0.89		

0.00

0.44

0.50

1910–19				
Exp01

Exp05

0.75

0.65

0.61		

0.03

0.10

0.07

Inc01

Inc05

0.81

0.56

0.56		

0.02

0.14

0.14

Note:

Exp01 denotes food expenditure in Wave 1 of HILDA, and Inc05 denotes net income in Wave 5 of HILDA.
The table reports the P-value of the test for stochastic dominance of one distribution over the other.
P-values in bold highlight rejection of the null hypothesis at the 5 per cent (or lower) level of significance.
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Table A4:	Lorenz dominance test results
					Test
F1	F2	LC1 ≥ LC2	LC2 ≥ LC1
		

(H0: falling poverty, rising welfare)

(H0: rising poverty, falling welfare)
0.63

Exp01

Exp03

0.15

Exp03

Exp04

0.59

0.38

Exp04

Exp05

1.00

0.27

Exp01

Exp05

0.54

0.13

			
Inc01

Inc03

0.12

0.61

Inc03

Inc04

0.01

0.99

Inc04

Inc05

0.98

0.01

Inc01

Inc05

0.12

1.00

Birth cohort		
1980–89
Exp01

Exp05

0.37

0.51

Inc01

Inc05

0.02

0.97

Exp01

Exp05

0.05

0.93

Inc01

Inc05

0.51

0.27

Exp01

Exp05

0.34

0.63

Inc01

Inc05

0.67

0.31

Exp01

Exp05

0.67

0.43

Inc01

Inc05

0.05

0.82

1970–79

1960–69

1950–59

1940–49
Exp01

Exp05

1.00

0.31

Inc01

Inc05

0.77

0.31

Exp01

Exp05

0.73

0.37

Inc01

Inc05

0.16

0.23

Exp01

Exp05

0.29

0.30

Inc01

Inc05

0.20

0.90

Exp01

Exp05

0.43

0.49

Inc01

Inc05

0.41

0.50

1930–39

1920–29

1910–19

Note:

Exp01 denotes food expenditure in Wave 1 of HILDA, and Inc05 denotes net income in Wave 5 of HILDA.
The table reports the P-value of the test for Lorenz dominance of one distribution over the other.
P-values in bold highlight rejection of the null hypothesis at the 5 per cent (or lower) level of significance.
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Figure A3: Integrated expenditure CDF for Waves 1 and 3

Figure A4: Difference in expenditure ICDFs for Waves 1 and 3

Figure A1: Expenditure CDF for Waves 1 and 3

Figure A2: Difference in expenditure CDFs for Waves 1 and 3

Figure A6: Difference in expenditure DICDFs for Waves 1 and 3

Figure A5: Double integrated expenditure CDF for Waves 1 and 3
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Figure A9: Integrated expenditure CDF for Waves 1 and 3

Figure A10: Difference in expenditure ICDFs for Waves 3 and 4

Figure A7: Expenditure CDF for Waves 3 and 4

Figure A8: Difference in expenditure CDFs for Waves 3 and 4

Figure A12: Difference in expenditure DICDFs for Waves 3 and 4

Figure A11: Double integrated expenditure CDF for Waves 3 and 4
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Figure A15: Integrated expenditure CDF for Waves 4 and 5

Figure A16: Difference in expenditure ICDFs for Waves 4 and 5

Figure A13: Expenditure CDF for Waves 4 and 5

Figure A14: Difference in expenditure CDFs for Waves 4 and 5

Figure A18: Difference in expenditure DICDFs for Waves 4 and 5

Figure A17: Double integrated expenditure CDF for Waves 4 and 5
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Figure A21: integrated expenditure CDF for Waves 1 and 5

Figure A22: Difference in expenditure ICDFs for Waves 1 and 5

Figure A19: Expenditure CDF for Waves 1 and 5

Figure A20: Difference in expenditure CDFs for Waves 1 and 5

Figure A24: Difference in expenditure DICDFs for Waves 1 and 5

Figure A23: Double integrated expenditure CDF for Waves 1 and 5
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Figure A27: Integrated net income CDF for Waves 1 and 3

Figure A28: Difference in net income ICDFs for Waves 1 and 3

Figure A25: Net income CDF for Waves 1 and 3

Figure A26: Difference in net income CDFs for Waves 1 and 3

Figure A30: Difference in net income DICDFs for Waves 1 and 3

Figure A29: Double integrated net income CDF for Waves 1 and 3
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Figure A33: Integrated net income CDF for Waves 3 and 4

Figure A34: Difference in net income ICDFs for Waves 3 and 4

Figure A31: Net income CDF for Waves 3 and 4

Figure A32: Difference in net income CDFs for Waves 3 and 4

Figure A36: Difference in net income DICDFs for Waves 3 and 4

Figure A35: Double integrated net income CDF for Waves 3 and 4
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Figure A39: Integrated net income CDF for Waves 4 and 5

Figure A40: Difference in net income ICDFs for Waves 4 and 5

Figure A37: Net income CDF for Waves 4 and 5

Figure A38: Difference in net income CDFs for Waves 4 and 5

Figure A42: Difference in net income DICDFs for Waves 4 and 5

Figure A41: Double integrated expenditure CDF for Waves 4 and 5
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Figure A45: Integrated net income CDF for Waves 1 and 5

Figure A46: Difference in net income ICDFs for Waves 1 and 5

Figure A43: Net income CDF for Waves 1 and 5

Figure A38: Difference in net income CDFs for Waves 1 and 5

Figure A48: Difference in net income DICDFs for Waves 1 and 5

Figure A47: Double integrated net income CDF for Waves 1 and 5
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Figure A49: Expenditure Lorenz curves for Waves 1 and 3

Figure A50: Difference in expenditure Lorenz curves for Waves 1 and 3

109

australian social policy no. 8

Figure A52: Expenditure Lorenz curves for Waves 3 and 4

Figure A52: Difference in expenditure Lorenz curves for Waves 3 and 4
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Figure A53: Expenditure Lorenz curves for Waves 4 and 5

Figure A54: Difference in expenditure Lorenz curves for Waves 4 and 5
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Figure A55: Expenditure Lorenz curves for Waves 1 and 5

Figure A56: Difference in expenditure Lorenz curves for Waves 1 and 5
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Figure A57: Net income Lorenz curves for Waves 1 and 3

Figure A58: Difference in net income Lorenz curves for Waves 1 and 3
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Figure A59: Net income Lorenz curves for Waves 3 and 4

Figure A60: Difference in net income Lorenz curves for Waves 3 and 4
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Figure A61: Net income Lorenz curves for Waves 4 and 5

Figure A62: Difference in net income Lorenz curves for Waves 4 and 5
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Figure A63: Net income Lorenz curves for Waves 1 and 5

Figure A64: Difference in net income Lorenz curves for Waves 1 and 5
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Endnotes
1

This paper uses unit record data from the HILDA survey. The HILDA project was initiated and is
funded by the Australian Government Department of Families, Housing, Community Services
and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA) and is managed by the Melbourne Institute of Applied
Economic and Social Research (MIAESR). The findings and views reported in this paper are
those of the author and should not be attributed to either FaHCSIA or MIAESR.

2 Recent country-specific studies include Cutler and Katz (1992) and Slesnick (1993, 2001) for the
United States; Pendakur (1998, 2001) for Canada; Blundell and Preston (1998) for the United
Kingdom; Jovanovic (2001) for Russia; and Barrett, Crossley and Worswick (2000) and Blacklow
and Ray (2000) for Australia.
3 Australian Bureau of Statistics 2008, Year book of Australia, cat. no. 1301.0, ABS, Canberra.
4 Note that Wave 2 (2002) of HILDA did not collect household expenditure information.
5 In most cases this method also selected the person who supplied most of the information
recorded on the Household Questionnaire.
6 It is possible for a household not to have a nominated reference person from a previous wave
due to non-response in the prior wave or formation of a new household which split from an
existing household (for example, an adult child leaving to form their own household).
7 Restricting the sample to single family households resulted in exclusion of 263, 178, 176 and
181 observations in 2001, 2003, 2004 and 2005 respectively.
8 The regressions take account of the household weights. The model fit for each expenditure
item was: Wave 1 food (R2=0.45), outside meals (R2=0.17); Wave 3 food (R2=0.44), outside
meals (R2=0.15); Wave 4 food (R2=0.43), outside meals (R2=0.18); and Wave 5 food (R2=0.40),
outside meals (R2=0.20).
9 The number of unique cells given by the set of discrete explanatory variables alone is
11,520 (= 5 x 8 x 3 x 3 x 2 x 2 x 8), which permits substantial variation for imputed values.
10 Diary methods are not without concerns for accuracy due to high respondent load and potential
underreporting.
11 There are more than 100 published economic studies focused on this single expenditure item in
the Panel Study of Income Dynamics; see <http://psidonline.isr.umich.edu/>.
12 Beginning in Wave 5 of HILDA, a range of additional household expenditure questions was
included as part of the self-completion question. For example, spending on non-durable items,
such as food, alcohol and tobacco, public transport, motor vehicle fuel, recreation, telephones
and utilities, was recorded. The food expenditure, which is the focus of the analysis, represents
on average 57 per cent of this broader non-durable expenditure bundle. The correlation
between food and the broader non-durable expenditures for the Wave 5 sample was 0.7495.
Although it is beyond the scope of this paper to analyse the information contained in these
additional expenditure categories, future waves of the HILDA survey may be used to directly
analyse the reliability of the food expenditure questions in the Household Questionnaire.
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13 Net income is equal to gross income minus direct taxes paid.
14 The results are unaffected by using the Consumer Price Index series specifically for food or all
items: the two series have a correlation of 0.99 across the four waves of HILDA examined.
15 Adults and children are counted in this measure.
16 All the tests and descriptive statistics presented in this paper take the household sample
weights into account.
17 The change in the sample of households across waves is a function of survey non-response and
attrition, as well as creation of new households splitting off from established households.
18 Engel’s law states that the share of a household’s budget devoted to food declines as welfare
increases, other things being equal.
19 The ABS (2007) report of a Gini coefficient of 0.311 for 2000–01 and 0.309 for 2002–03, which
decreases to 0.297 in 2003–04, and then returns to the higher level of 0.307 in 2005–06.
20 This simply requires that social welfare is increasing in the income of individuals.
21 Intuitively this additional property allows for progressive transfers to lead to a reduction in
overall poverty. A progressive transfer is one from a richer to a poorer person. The social gain
from the improved wellbeing of the poorer person outweighs the social loss from the reduced
wellbeing of the richer person. This also corresponds to the transfer axiom underlying the
Lorenz dominance criterion.
22 This additional restriction allows for a progressive transfer improving the wellbeing of the very
poor to outweigh the negative effect of a regressive transfer affecting the just-poor. The net
effect of the two opposing changes in wellbeing is a reduction in overall poverty.
23 Technically, all these indices are scale-free and ‘S-concave’.
24 The most general implementation of the nonparametric bootstrap, labeled KSB3 in Barrett and
Donald (2003), is used.
25 Rather than re-sampling independently from the samples drawn from F1 and F2, paired
observations in Waves 1 and 2 are re-sampled from the set of observed households.
26 The full set of test results is available from the author.
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1 Introduction
Different disciplines, adopting diverse conceptualisations and theoretical frameworks, have
variously defined and measured the social experiences and economic characteristics of families.
Terms such as social class, social stratification, social inequality, social status, socioeconomic
status (SES) and socioeconomic position (SEP) have all been used to describe access to, and
control over, resources derived from educational attainment, occupational status and income
(Mueller & Parcel 1981; Willms 2003; Willms & Shields 1996). Following the social epidemiology
approach suggested by authors such as Lynch and Kaplan (2000), Krieger, Williams and Moss
(1997) and Singh-Manoux, Clarke and Marmot (2002), this paper uses the term ‘socioeconomic
position’ to refer to the relative position of families regarding the social and economic resources
available to family members, including to children.
The primary objective of this paper is to demonstrate and discuss the derivation of a measure of
socioeconomic position for Australian families, in particular those participating in Growing Up in
Australia: the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC). The measure derived will follow the
methods established by Willms and Shields (1996) for the Canadian National Longitudinal Study
of Children and Youth (NLSCY). This paper will focus on the development and application of the
measure to the identified dataset and not upon the theoretical underpinnings of socioeconomic
position or its measurement. Given the implications for data analysis, however, it is important
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to begin by briefly reviewing the adopted conceptualisation of socioeconomic position, the
importance of socioeconomic position, and how its measurement has been approached.

2 Conceptualisation of socioeconomic position
The concept of socioeconomic position adopted in this paper is a composite measure
encompassing both resource and social status based factors (Krieger, Williams & Moss 1997).
Resource-based factors can include income, wealth or educational attainments whereas social
status based factors can include the prestige and status associated with different occupations
(Krieger, Williams & Moss 1997: see also Table 1 for a list of single and composite measures). The
concept of socioeconomic position is closely tied to that of human capital. Mayer, Duncan and
Kalil (2004, p. 4) argue that human capital includes ‘acquired skills, knowledge and character
traits’. Development of these skills, knowledge or resources in turn enables individuals or families
to access other resources such as income and prestige, and all combine to describe socioeconomic
position. Socioeconomic position can be measured at the individual level, at the household or
family level, and at the area or neighbourhood level (Krieger, Williams & Moss 1997). The measure
of socioeconomic position developed in this paper is focused at the family level.

The importance of socioeconomic position for families
and children
For most children, the family is the primary source of the resources needed for optimal health
and development for most outcomes, and hence, the institution through which the impact of
socioeconomic position is experienced (Conley & Glauber 2005; Mayer, Duncan & Kalil 2004). The
relative socioeconomic position of an individual or group (including a family) describes not only
their access to resources, but also the likelihood that they will be exposed to certain risks or harm.
For example, relatively higher income means that families are more able to afford resources directly
important to children’s wellbeing, that is, adequate housing and nutrition, health, dental care
and so on (Currie & Stabile 2002). Higher income may also mean families are more readily able
to mobilise resources that reduce exposure to risks, for example, living in safer neighbourhoods
(Lynch & Kaplan 2000).
The socioeconomic position that families hold has important implications for the wellbeing of
family members, including children. While socioeconomic position is related to a wide range of
outcomes across the lifecycle (Currie & Stabile 2002; Mayer, Duncan & Kalil 2004; Singh-Manoux,
Clarke & Marmot 2002; Willms 2003; Yang & Gustafsson 2004), family socioeconomic position may
be particularly important for the wellbeing of young children in particular (Jencks & Mayer 1990;
Louis & Zhao 2002). Essential to healthy development in early childhood are sufficient support and
stimulation for their development. Families in higher socioeconomic positions are able to provide
better developmental environments for their children (Mayer, Duncan & Kalil 2004). Compared with
those in lower socioeconomic positions, families in higher socioeconomic positions are better able
to provide more stimulating home environments, more able to afford better child care or preschool
facilities, and to access better schools for their children (Mayer, Duncan & Kalil 2004).
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For children, parental education may offer benefits beyond the material resources provided
by income. Parental education is likely to influence parenting behaviours. Parents with more
education may have greater access to information about effective methods of parenting and
children’s developmental needs. Accordingly, more educated parents are more likely to understand
the importance and benefits of engaging their children in educative activities (Hoff, Laursen &
Tardif 2002).
Further, when disciplining their children more educated parents are less likely to use harsh physical
punishment and more likely to use reasoning with their child (Steinberg 2001). Children’s cognitive
and behavioural problems are also associated with lower levels of parent (or primary care giver)
education and income, and higher levels of unemployment or employment in low status positions
(Bor et al. 1997; Considine & Zappala 2002; Hertzman 1994; Hertzman & Weins 1996; Mayer 1997;
Nyland 2001; Rothman 2003; Willms 2002).
Adolescents from families in low socioeconomic positions are also noted to be less likely to
complete secondary school (Raudenbush & Kasim 1998), more likely to be obese (Willms, Tremblay
& Katzmarzyk 2002), and more likely to engage in negative health behaviours such as smoking,
drug use and unsafe sex, when compared to those from high socioeconomic positions (Duffy 2000;
Elliott 1993; Jencks & Mayer 1990; Jessor 1992; Raphael 1996).
Adults in low socioeconomic positions are similarly found to experience poor mental and physical
health outcomes and to die at a younger age (Marmot et al. 1991; Ross & Wu 1995). Health
selection due to childhood adversity and cognitive ability explains some, but not all, of the class
differential in mortality and morbidity. Adult experiences of disadvantage remain important
predictors of socioeconomic differentials in mental and physical health (Power et al. 2002; Sacker
et al. 2001).
The experiences of families at different positions along the socioeconomic gradient are of
significant interest to policy makers, and improving family resources has been a major focus of
policy intervention. Better knowledge of the drivers of socioeconomic position and the association
between socioeconomic position and children’s outcomes, as well as their responsiveness to policy
interventions, is a key research need (Willms 2003). Indicators of socioeconomic position are
therefore important as both explanatory and control variables in social policy research. However,
the accuracy and applicability of this research will depend on the quality of the measure used
to estimate socioeconomic position, and the extent to which the same measure can be used in
different datasets, or with different populations (Keeves & Saha 1997; Mueller & Parcel 1981;
Willms 2003; Willms & Shields 1996).

3 Measurements of socioeconomic position
Socioeconomic position has usually been measured by some combination of income, education
and occupational status (Mayer, Duncan & Kalil 2004; Willms 2003). While often considered in
isolation from one another, these indicators are closely interrelated, reflecting broader social and
economic processes (Lynch & Kaplan 2000).
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Income as a measurement of socioeconomic position
Income, whether measured at personal, family or household level, is an ‘intuitively meaningful
metric for assessing relative social standing’ and a fundamental measure of the family’s economic
resources (Offer 2006, p. 233). Accordingly, income has often been used as the only indicator of
socioeconomic position (Bor et al. 1997; Lynch, Kaplan & Shema 1997). However, income is not
a simple concept and is influenced by broader social and economic forces. Income is not easy to
measure; it can be derived from various sources and can fluctuate considerably over time (Krieger,
Williams & Moss 1997; Mueller & Parcel 1981). It is also noted that in social surveys, individuals
tend to under or overreport the actual value of their incomes or refuse to answer questions about
their income, leading to problems of inaccuracy, missing data and non-representativeness (Krieger,
Williams & Moss 1997; Mueller & Parcel 1981).

Education as a measurement of socioeconomic position
Like income, educational attainment has been used as a single indicator of socioeconomic
position. Educational attainment is often measured by the years of education or schooling that
an individual has completed, indicative of their potential earnings, and the skills, information
and knowledge they have acquired (Lynch & Kaplan 2000). Individuals who attain higher levels
of education are more likely to be employed in better jobs, be paid higher salaries and be able
to afford better housing (Lynch & Kaplan 2000). This measure is suggested to be one of the most
reliable and valid indicators of socioeconomic position because it is observed to have low levels
of missing data, is not dependent on whether parents are currently in the labour force or at home
caring for children, and tends to be more accurately reported (Berkman & Macintyre 1997; Krieger,
Williams & Moss 1997). Educational attainment is also more fixed and stable across the adult
years. Thus it has less variability and range than measures of income or occupational status, which
tend to increase with experience thereby diminishing measurement sensitivity and capacity to
describe changes in resources or status (Krieger, Williams & Moss 1997). However, the returns to,
or rewards from, education differ as a function of race, ethnicity and gender (Lynch & Kaplan 2000).
For example, women’s wage but not men’s appears to be relatively reduced once they have children
(termed a motherhood wage penalty) (England 2001).

Occupational status as a measurement of socioeconomic
position
The characteristics of an individual’s employment are a key link between their income and
educational attainments (Lynch & Kaplan 2000). Although an individual’s educational attainments
shape the jobs available to them and hence the incomes they receive, neither income nor
education directly measure socially-derived ascriptions of status or place in the social hierarchy
(Lynch & Kaplan 2000; Western, McMillan & Durrington 1998). For these reasons, occupations and
the social status associated with them supply another important dimension to the measurement of
socioeconomic position (Lynch & Kaplan 2000; Offer 2006). Indeed, some argue that
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occupation-based measures of status offer the most reliable and valid indication of socioeconomic
position (Keeves & Saha 1997; Mueller & Parcel 1981; Singh-Manoux, Clarke & Marmot 2002).
Occupational status refers to variations in how occupations convert education into income, a key
driver of social status and prestige (Ganzeboom, De Graaf & Treiman 1992).
Rankings of occupational status have been established through general social surveys. These
measures constitute an evaluation of the status associated with occupations, often taking
into account the educational qualifications required and the incomes associated with various
occupations (Keeves & Saha 1997; Mueller & Parcel 1981). Such measures represent a move
away from singular measures and towards a composite or summary approach to measuring
socioeconomic position. The premise underlying these measures is that ‘there is a fundamental
relationship between education and income and that this relationship is mediated through
occupational structure’ (Davis et al. 1999). Measures derived through modelling this relationship
have also been referred to as ‘socioeconomic indices’ (Krieger, Williams & Moss 1997). Key
early examples of these indices include Duncan’s Socioeconomic Index (SEI) (1961), and the
Hollingshead Index of Social Position (Hollingshead & Redlich 1958).
In Australia, at the Australian National University (ANU), a series of scales named ANU2, ANU3,
ANU3R and most recently ANU4, have been developed to describe occupational status based on
social, economic and demographic indicators (Jones & McMillan 2001). The first three ANU scales
included prestige ratings of occupations. However, ANU4 does not include ratings of prestige but
ranks occupations using an algorithm maximising the indirect effect of education on income (Jones
& McMillan 2001). In New Zealand, Davis and colleagues (1999), using data from New Zealand’s
1991 Census of Population and Dwellings, developed a similar index of occupational structure
called the New Zealand Socioeconomic Index (NZSEI).

Single or composite measures of socioeconomic position
Following the work of Lynch and Kaplan (2000, p. 18), Table 1 provides a brief overview of indicators
of family and individual socioeconomic position from the international and Australasian literature.
Measures of socioeconomic position are described as single component measures, and composite
or summary measures.
Single component measures are those that seek to provide some measure of socioeconomic
position based upon one parental characteristic: education, occupation or income.
Composite or summary measures are those that measure socioeconomic position as a relative
position defined in some way by education, occupation and income. A number of measures
designated in this table as composite or summary measures tend to concentrate on occupational
status to define socioeconomic position. These measures are included in the table as composite or
summary measures because they also take into account, in some measurable way, the influence
of education and income upon the status associated with certain occupations. Other summary or
composite measures define socioeconomic position as an overall ranking relative to an individual’s
occupation, income and education, concentrating on all factors rather than one in particular as a
defining characteristic or measure.
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Table 1:

Indicators of socioeconomic position

Single component measures of socioeconomic position

Occupation-based measures
Index of Occupational Socioeconomic Status
(Hauser & Warren 1997) (USA)

Education-based measures
Self-reported education
(Elo & Preston 1996) (USA)

Income-based measures
Low family income
(Bor et al. 1997) (Australia)

A socioeconomic index of occupational prestige
based on a 5 per cent sample for each state and the
District of Colombia from the 1990 Census.
A continuous measure of years of education derived
from self-reports of total number of years of
education.
A measure of adversity or disadvantage based on
participants’ reported income in the Mater University
Study of Pregnancy Outcomes.

Composite or summary measures of socioeconomic position

New Zealand Socioeconomic Index (NZSEI)
(Davis et al. 1999) (New Zealand)

Using data from New Zealand’s 1991 Census, a path
model including age, income and education is
devised to generate socioeconomic index scores
for occupations.

Duncan Socioeconomic Index (SEI)
(Duncan 1961) (USA)

A continuous score based on ranking of the prestige
of 45 occupations from the US National Opinion
Polls. Income and education weights are used to
create scores for all occupations.

Socioeconomic Index for New Zealand

Using data from New Zealand’s 1966 Census, a scale
of occupation status is created by combining the
average level of education and income reported
by fathers in particular occupations.

(Elly & Irving 1972) (New Zealand)

International socioeconomic index (SEI)
(Ganzeboom et al. 1992) (USA)
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Following on from Duncan’s (1961) work, the authors
constructed an occupational scaling method using
path analytic techniques correcting for age (a proxy
for experience and education).

Hollingshead
(Hollingshead & Redlich 1958) (USA)

Based on the sum of the weighted components,
occupation and education. Education and
occupation are categorised into seven groups each,
with occupation weighted by seven and education
by four, then summed.

The ANU4
(Jones & McMillan 2001) (Australia)

An iterative scaling algorithm is used to derive a
scale of occupational status wherein the path from
education to income (via occupation) is maximised.

Socioeconomic Position
(Singh-Manoux et al. 2002) (UK)

Using data from the Whitehall II study, a measure of
socioeconomic position is derived from a composite
of education, occupation and income.

Socioeconomic Status
(Willms & Shields 1996) (Canada)

Proposed for use with the first wave of data from
the NLSCY, family socioeconomic status is computed
as the unweighted average of parental years of
schooling, annual combined income and
occupational status.
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Area-based measures of socioeconomic position
Apart from the measures of socioeconomic position noted in Table 1, a number of area-based
measures also exist. Area-based measures of socioeconomic position, such as those developed
using census data, are often used as a substitute measure for individual or household
socioeconomic position, allocating the characteristics of the census collection district to
individuals in those districts (Berkman & Macintyre 1997). Area-based measures suffer from a
number of conceptual and methodological problems. Jencks and Mayer (1990) note that one of
the most problematic issues when using area-based or neighbourhood measures is trying to
disentangle influences specific to the area or neighbourhood from influences specific to the group
or family unit. The authors also identify that family characteristics can affect the area in which they
live but that these characteristics can also exert a major effect upon individual family members
irrespective of where they live (Jencks & Mayer 1990). This highlights that area-based measures,
while useful at a global level, can be misleading if interpreted at an individual level; as such they
are not included in Table 1.

4 Summary and aim
Following this brief review of the history of the ways in which socioeconomic position has been
conceptualised and measured, this paper will now examine the derivation of a robust and
practical measure of socioeconomic position for families participating in the LSAC study. Details
of preliminary work deriving this measure for families in the Household, Income and Labour
Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey are presented in Appendix A. As noted, family socioeconomic
position describes access to, and control over, key resources for families—education, income
and occupational status. Socioeconomic position influences family and child outcomes, with
associations observed over the life course, and so has been an important focus for policy and
intervention.
LSAC is a large-scale longitudinal study funded by the Australian Government Department of
Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA). LSAC commenced in
2004 and is managed by the Australian Institute of Family Studies (AIFS). The study focuses on the
experiences of children and their families at particular phases of the life course. The purpose of
LSAC is to:
… provide the database for a comprehensive understanding of Australian children’s development in
the current social, economic and cultural environment, and hence to become a major element of the
evidence base for policy and practice regarding children and their families (Sanson et al. 2002).

Derivation of a single summary measure of the socioeconomic position of families within LSAC
may overcome limitations currently observed with the indicators available. While the study
currently contains some indicators of socioeconomic position, these are primarily orientated at the
individual, rather than the family level. Derivation of a new measure will importantly increase the
capacity of this dataset to be used for social policy research focused on families and children.
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Measuring socioeconomic position: the Canadian precedent
The measure developed follows the methods established by Willms and Shields (1996) for the
Canadian National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth (NLSCY). Willms and Shields’ work is
particularly relevant in developing a measure of socioeconomic position for families in LSAC given
the similarities in purpose between the studies. The NLSCY has strong conceptual links to the
Australian LSAC. Like LSAC, the NLSCY is designed to collect information about the influences on
a child’s social, emotional and behavioural development to inform policy development and service
provision. Apart from the usefulness of the NLSCY measure in relation to social policy research, it
also has a number of methodological benefits that warrant replication for LSAC.
Willms and Shields’ (1996) measure assesses the relative social position of a child’s family based
on their access to wealth, resources and power, by combining parent’s income, education and
occupational prestige. Details of the construction of each component and their final derivation into
the composite measure are described in the NLSCY User Guide, Cycle 2 (Statistics Canada 2000).
The authors have argued that this measure provides a practical analytic tool to characterise
families, predict children’s outcomes, and help disentangle overlapping influences between family
socioeconomic position, and the quality of children’s care, school, or neighbourhood environments
(Willms & Shields 1996). The measure overcomes some of the difficulties inherent in using the
component variables separately and can accommodate missing data, yielding output for more
cases. As a summary measure it tends to have less error associated with it than component
variables alone and is intuitively simple (Offer 2006). Finally, the composite or summary nature
of the measure is better able to capture the dimensions of socioeconomic position than single
indicators.
Importantly this measure is widely used in policy-relevant research on social inequity and
children’s outcomes in the Canadian context, so its Australian counterpart may be similarly useful.
Willms (2002), for example, observed SES gradients in children’s temperament during infancy,
with the gradients becoming steeper as children grow older. This suggests that SES influences on
children’s outcomes strengthen over time, although better measurement precision as children age
and behaviours become more distinguishable may also strengthen the observed association. The
SES composite score has also been used as a predictor of parent–child interactions, which are a
risk or protective factor for children. Miller, Jenkins and Keating (2002), for example, found that
children in low SES families were more likely to experience inconsistent and harsher parenting. Low
SES also acts as a key family stressor and can amplify or exacerbate the influence of other family
stresses, such as marital dissatisfaction or negative parent–child relationships (Jenkins, Rasbash
& O’Connor 2003). Chao and Willms (2002) qualify that SES may also influence child outcomes,
independent of its association with parenting and family relationships.
Deriving a measure of socioeconomic position for LSAC using the same methodology as the NLSCY
may also enable international comparisons to be made between these studies. The following
sections describe the data source for the LSAC study in more detail, outline the social and
economic parameters used in construction of the measure, and the data analysis undertaken to
validate the constructed measure.
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Method
This paper represents the first effort to derive a composite measure of family socioeconomic
position for LSAC. As noted, preliminary work has also begun on considering the derivation of
an analogous measure for the HILDA survey. This preliminary work offers insights into how the
potential of the HILDA and LSAC studies may be maximised by considering the two datasets
simultaneously. However, in using these datasets together it is important to be aware of the design
and methods associated with each study. For specific details regarding these studies we refer
readers to Sanson et al. (2002) and Wooden and Watson (2000). Following are details of LSAC and
its component measures; details of the relevant component measures for the HILDA survey are
discussed in Appendix A.

Data source
The LSAC sample consists of two cohorts of children sampled from Australian residential
households. These cohorts are referred to as the ‘infant’ or ‘B’ cohort, and the ‘child’ or ‘K’ cohort.
Families within the infant cohort at the time of interview had a child aged between 3 months, and
1 year and 7 months. Families within the child cohort at the time of interview had a child aged
between 4 years, and 5 years, 5 months.
Data were collected using a range of methods including: face-to-face interviews with the primary
care giver of infants or children; self-complete questionnaires for parents; direct assessment of
infants and children; and observations recorded by interviewers. The main source of information
is the infant or child’s primary care giver or the person ‘most knowledgeable about the child’. This
person is referred to as ‘Parent 1’ (P1). Parent 1 provides basic demographic information about all
household members, demographic and socioeconomic information about him or herself and his or
her spouse, as well as extensive information about the development of the selected infant or child.
In LSAC, Parent 1 and Parent 2 (P2) are mostly the mother and father of the subject child. In this
paper, data from release 2.5 of Wave 1 were used. At Wave 1, data were available for 4,983 children
(from the child or K cohort) and 5,107 infants (from the infant or B cohort).

Variables and measures
Working from the NLSCY model, the socioeconomic parameters of interest include combined
annual family income, educational attainment of parents and their occupational status. This
section describes how these parameters were measured in LSAC and what modifications were
made in order to construct a measure of socioeconomic position. Further details of variable
specifics can be found in Appendix B.

Combined annual income
Combined annual income for families in LSAC was calculated by adding the values of the derived
variables measuring P1 and P2’s weekly income from all sources. This combined weekly value was
then converted to an annual income value. Although an annual income variable was available in
LSAC, it was provided in income ranges and was not suitable for use in this project. To smooth the
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distribution of income values for families, the combined annual income variable was transformed
using natural logarithms; that is, ln (x). Note also that this income variable does not assess wealth
(such as family assets), which is a broader construct.

Educational attainment
Parents’ educational attainment was measured in LSAC by estimating the number of ‘years of
schooling’ or education each parent (P1 and P2) had completed. Data from three variables (‘highest
level of schooling completed’, ‘completed other qualification’ and ‘highest level of qualification
obtained’) were used. Estimated actual years of schooling were allocated to approximate a
continuous measure ranging from zero years of schooling, for those who had never attended
school, to 20 years of schooling, for those who had completed a post-graduate degree.1 Where
a parent had completed a post-graduate degree they received a value of 20 years of schooling,
irrespective of what other qualifications they had obtained. This means that at either end of the
years-of-schooling scale there will be some inaccuracy, with parents receiving a value either greater
or less than their actual achieved years of schooling. Table 2 presents the estimated number of
years of schooling for the highest years of schooling completed or highest qualification obtained.
Table 2:	Educational attainment as measured by years of schooling or education
Highest level of schooling completed or highest	Years of schooling or education
qualification obtained
value allocated
Never attended school
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0

Year 8 or below

9

Year 9 or equivalent

10

Year 10 or equivalent

11

Year 11 or equivalent

12

Year 12 or equivalent

13

Still at school

13

Completed other qualification

14

Certificate or other

14

Advanced diploma/diploma

16

Graduate diploma/certificate or Bachelor degree

17

Postgraduate degree

20
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Occupational status
Parents’ occupational status was estimated using the ANU4 score measure established by Jones
and McMillan (2001). As noted previously, this measure was developed using census data to group
occupations by skill level and occupation type, taking into account the indirect effect of education
and income.
Jones and McMillan (2001) detail the correspondence between four-digit ASCO2 codes and ANU4
‘scores’. The ANU4 measure allocates a continuous score ranging from zero (lowest status) to 100
(highest status) to occupations (note: the ANU4 score is not included with LSAC data, and the
rating of occupations according to the ANU4 score was undertaken as part of the present study).
Where an individual had not been in paid employment for the past five years, the value for the
ANU4 score was set to missing. A summary ANU4 score variable was then calculated for P1 and P2.
If the respondent had a valid current main occupation, they received the ANU4 score associated
with that occupation. If there was valid data for their last main occupation (but no current main
occupation), they received the ANU4 score associated with their last main occupation.

Construction of a family socioeconomic position measure
for LSAC
The components of the summary measure of socioeconomic position include combined annual
family income, educational attainment and occupational status as described above. Once these
component measures were established, their values were standardised to a mean of zero and a
standard deviation of one, so they could be combined and their unweighted average calculated.
There are no uniform guidelines on when to use a weighted or unweighted component in
composite or summary indices. Where theory indicates that some components are more important
than others, weighted components should be used, or outcomes assessed against a single
component. The composite approach we used attempts to locate families along a continuum
of an underlying social structure so it is especially relevant for research on SEP gradients in
outcomes (Willms 2003). In this paper, we replicate the work of Willms and Shields (1996) and use
unweighted estimates of the component measures. We believe this yields a practical and useful
measure, but recommend that where theory suggests one component is more important than
others, researchers use other measures or the single component.
To represent family socioeconomic position, an unweighted average was calculated relative to the
number of parents present in the home. Where there were two resident parents, we divided the
sum of the standardised component variables by five; where there was only one resident parent
we divided the sum by three. The averaged score was then re-standardised to a mean of zero and a
standard deviation of one to produce a final continuous measure of socioeconomic position.
Willms and Shields (1996) advocate that where there are two resident parents, if two or more of the
five component variables are missing, the final summary variable should be set to ‘not stated’ and
similarly where there is only one resident parent, if one or more of the three component variables
are missing the final variable should be set to ‘not stated’. However, the distribution of missing
data is life-course sensitive. Compared with families with school-aged children, occupational data
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is more likely to be missing for families with young children because one parent is more likely
to be at home caring full-time. As such, a slightly less conservative strategy to deal with missing
data was adopted in this project. For families with two resident parents, if no more than two of
the five component variables were missing, the average was taken over the remaining variables;
otherwise it was set to missing. For families with one resident parent, if no more than one variable
was missing, the average was calculated over the remaining two variables; otherwise it was set to
missing.
As the derived measure ranks families relative to the sample it is calculated for, the social position
described is variable and dependent upon the characteristics of that sample. In this paper,
measures of socioeconomic position were calculated for families with one parent, for two parent
families, and for all families—that is, with one and two-parent families combined. While the
summary measure of socioeconomic position developed for each family group yields a continuous
score, it is also possible to make an ordinal form of the variable by dividing scores into low,
medium and high socioeconomic position categories. In this paper an ordinal form of the variable
was derived so that:
w

low socioeconomic positions refer to relative socioeconomic position scores ranging from
0 to 25 per cent

w

medium socioeconomic positions refer to scores from 26 to 75 per cent

w

high socioeconomic positions refer to scores from 76 to 100 per cent.3

Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual integration of component variables to form a single composite or
summary measure of socioeconomic position for families in LSAC.

Data analysis strategy
A multistage data analysis strategy was formulated to guide preliminary examination and
investigation of the socioeconomic position measure. The first stage in this analysis strategy
involved applying the ordinal form of the summary socioeconomic position measure to describe
the socioeconomic circumstances of families. Within each LSAC cohort, families with one parent
were described separately from those with two parents. These analyses involved calculation
of measures of central tendency for each component variable and each family type. Pearson
correlation statistics were computed and inspected to examine the relationship between the
summary or composite measure of socioeconomic position and its component variables. Gamma
statistics were then computed to assess the relationship between the summary measure and other
known indicators or outcomes of socioeconomic position. Logistic regression analyses were also
performed to explore the nature of the relationship between the summary socioeconomic position
measure and the identified known indicators and outcomes of socioeconomic position.
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Figure 1:

Measuring socioeconomic position of families in LSAC

Combined P1
and P2
income
(Loge
transformed)

Standardised
Log income

P1 years of
schooling

P2 years of
schooling

(Computed
from highest
level of
schooling
completed,
highest
level of
qualification
obtained and
any other
qualification
completed)

(Computed
from highest
level of
schooling
completed,
highest
level of
qualification
obtained and
any other
qualification
completed)

Standardised
P1 years of
schooling

Standardised
P2 years of
schooling

P1
occupational
status

P2
occupational
status

(4-digit ASCO
codes were
converted to
ANU4 scores
for current
and/or last
main jobs and
a summary
score was
computed)

(4-digit ASCO
codes were
converted to
ANU4 scores
for current
and/or last
main jobs and
a summary
score was
computed)

Standardised
P1
occupational
status

Standardised
P2
occupational
status

Unweighted average of the above
measures is taken to form a
composite summary socioeconomic
position variable

Summary socioeconomic position
variable is standardised
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Measures selected to represent other known indicators of socioeconomic position included
measures of disadvantage, such as economic hardship score, key economic hardship indicators,
receipt of income support payment, being a member of a household in which neither parent is
working, and the SEIFA advantage/disadvantage index (see Table B3). Measures selected to
represent known outcomes of socioeconomic position include measures of adverse outcomes,
such as parental medical conditions and poor health, parental smoking and low birth weight
in infants and children (see Table B2). Further logistic regression analyses were conducted to
investigate whether the summary socioeconomic position measure showed the same relationship
with known outcome measures as its component measures and whether, controlling for
confounders, the summary measure maintained a significant relationship with known outcomes.
Except where stated, all analyses conducted use the measure of socioeconomic position calculated
relative to all families (that is, combining values for one and two-parent families).

5 Results
Socioeconomic position of families
Using the ordinal measure, the first set of analyses conducted describes the socioeconomic
characteristics of families in the infant and child cohorts at Wave 1 of LSAC. Tables 3, 4 and 5
display the median educational attainment, occupational status and combined income of parents
in families categorised as having low, medium and high socioeconomic positions.4 In order to
clearly demonstrate how families within each socioeconomic position category differ according
to the number of parents present, analyses presented are stratified and descriptions of the
experiences of both one and two-parent families are provided.
By combining data about parental income, education and occupational status, the summary
measure locates families differently than if any one socioeconomic indicator were used on
its own. For example, if income on its own were to be used as an indicator of socioeconomic
position, families with only one parent would tend to be located in low socioeconomic positions.
By considering other resources also available to these families, their relative socioeconomic
position might be higher. The results displayed in Tables 3, 4, and 5 provide an indication of the
characteristics of ‘typical’ families across different stages of their child’s development and across
different socioeconomic positions. As expected, families who have higher socioeconomic positions
are characterised by higher income, educational attainment and higher status occupations.
Differences also exist across the educational attainments and incomes of parents in each cohort
group. These differences may reflect a parental cohort effect, or be due to a time in the workforce
effect (for example, linked to how long parents had been out of employment to care for children).
Annual income evidences small increases with the age of the subject child. Also as expected,
families with two parents reported greater combined annual incomes than did those families with
one parent.
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Table 3:	Families in low socioeconomic positions

All families: low socioeconomic position

Families with
one parent

Families with
two parents

Infants (B Cohort LSAC)

Children (K Cohort LSAC)

Parent 1 has a Year 12 education

Parent 1 has a Year 11 education

Parent 1 belongs to the
occupational category Elementary
Clerical, Sales and Service
Workers (median summary ANU4
score=27.4)

Parent 1 belongs to the
occupational category Elementary
Clerical, Sales and Service
Workers (median summary ANU4
score=27.4)

The annual income is $20,400

The annual income is $22,300

(n=363)

(n=426)

Both parents have Year 12
education

Parent 1 has a Year 11 education

Parent 1 belongs to the
occupational category Elementary
Clerical, Sales and Service
Workers (median summary ANU4
score=27.4)

Parent 1 belongs to the
occupational category Elementary
Clerical, Sales and Service
Workers (median summary ANU4
score=27.4)

Parent 2 belongs to the
occupational category Labourers
and Related Workers (median
ANU4 score=22.7)

Parent 2 belongs to the
occupational category Labourers
and Related Workers (median
summary ANU4 score=24.1)

Annual combined income is
$37,600

Annual combined income is
$41,600

(n=910)

(n=815)

Parent 2 has a Year 12 education

Note:

For descriptive purposes, median scores on component indicators were converted back to their original
metric. The occupational classifications provided in these tables are for illustrative purposes only and
some overlap in occupational status may occur between some groups. For ANU4 scores 0=low status and
100=high status occupations. Infants include the B Cohort of Longitudinal Study of Australian Children
(LSAC); these families may also have other children, mostly older than the subject ‘infant’ child. The child
group comprises families from the K Cohort of LSAC; these families may also have other children who may
be either younger or older than the subject ‘child’.

Source:

LSAC Wave 1, release 2.5.
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Table 4:	Families in medium socioeconomic positions

All families: medium socioeconomic position

Families with
one parent

Infants (B Cohort LSAC)

Children (K Cohort LSAC)

Parent 1 has a diploma or
advanced diploma

Parent 1 has a certificate or other
qualification

Parent 1 belongs to the
occupational category Associate
Professionals (median summary
ANU4 score=40.5)
Annual income is $26,000

Parent 1 belongs to the
occupational category
Intermediate Clerical, Sales and
Service Workers (median summary
ANU4 score=41.0)

(n=96)

Annual income is $29,000
(n=208)

Families with
two parents

Both parents have a certificate or
other qualification

Both parents have a certificate or
other qualification

Parent 1 belongs to the
occupational category
Intermediate Clerical, Sales
and Service Workers (median
summary ANU4 score=36.4)

Parent 1 belongs to the
occupational category
Intermediate Clerical, Sales and
Service Workers (median summary
ANU4 score=36.4)

Parent 2 belongs to the
occupational category
Tradespersons and Related
Workers (median summary ANU4
score=40.6)

Parent 2 belongs to the
occupational category Associate
Professionals (median summary
ANU4 score=40.9)

Annual combined income is
$55,500

Annual combined income is
$62,600
(n=2,275)

(n=2,450)
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Note:

For descriptive purposes, median scores on component indicators were converted back to their original
metric. The occupational classifications provided in these tables are for illustrative purposes only and
some overlap in occupational status may occur between some groups. For ANU4 scores 0=low status and
100=high status occupations. Infants include the B Cohort of Longitudinal Study of Australian Children
(LSAC); these families may also have other children, mostly older than the subject ‘infant’ child. The child
group comprises families from the K Cohort of LSAC; these families may also have other children who may
be either younger or older than the subject ‘child’.

Source:

LSAC Wave 1, release 2.5.

Measuring family socioeconomic position

Table 5:	Families in high socioeconomic positions

All families: high socioeconomic position

Families with
one parent

Families with
two parents

Infants (B Cohort LSAC)

Children (K Cohort LSAC)

Parent 1 has a graduate diploma/
certificate or Bachelor degree

Parent 1 has a graduate diploma/
certificate or Bachelor degree

Parent 1 belongs to the
occupational category
Professionals (median summary
ANU4 score=84.5)

Parent 1 belongs to the
occupational category
Professionals (median summary
ANU4 score=79.4)

Annual income is $52,300

Annual income is $46,400

(n=15)

(n=53)

Both parents have a graduate
diploma/certificate or Bachelor
degree

Both parents have a graduate
diploma/certificate or Bachelor
degree

Both parents belong to
the occupational category
Professionals (median summary
ANU4 score=75.32)

Both parents belong to
the occupational category
Professionals (median summary
ANU4 score=75.32)

Annual combined income is
$90,600
(n=1,258)

Annual combined income is
$101,200
(n=1,188)

Note:

For descriptive purposes, median scores on component indicators were converted back to their original
metric. The occupational classifications provided in these tables are for illustrative purposes only and
some overlap in occupational status may occur between some groups. For ANU4 scores 0=low status and
100=high status occupations. Infants include the B Cohort of Longitudinal Study of Australian Children
(LSAC); these families may also have other children, mostly older than the subject ‘infant’ child. The child
group comprises families from the K Cohort of LSAC; these families may also have other children who may
be either younger or older than the subject ‘child’.

Source:

LSAC Wave 1, release 2.5.
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Assessing relationship between summary measure
and its components
The next analysis investigated the relationship between the summary socioeconomic position
measure and its component indicators as well as the relationships between component indicators.
Tables 6 and 7 display the Pearson correlation values for the association between the summary
socioeconomic position (SEP) measure calculated for families with infants and those with children
with their component indicators, as well as the intercorrelations between components.
Table 6:	Correlations and intercorrelations: summary socioeconomic position (SEP) measure
for families with infants and component indicators or variables
(SEP) 	Years of	Years of	Occupational	Occupational	Combined
	Families
schooling
schooling
status
status
income
of infants
(P1)
(P2)
(P1)
(P2)
(Log)
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(SEP) Families
of infants

1.00

0.78**

0.76**

0.76**

0.77**

0.67**

Years of
schooling (P1)

0.78**

1.00

0.47**

0.60**

0.43**

0.34**

Years of
schooling (P2)

0.76**

0.47**

1.00

0.37**

0.59**

0.30**

Occupational
status (P1)

0.76**

0.60**

0.37**

1.00

0.42**

0.35**

Occupational
status (P2)

0.77**

0.43**

0.59**

0.42**

1.00

0.36**

Combined
income (Log)

0.67**

0.34**

0.30**

0.35**

0.36**

1.00

Note:

**Pearson correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). P1=parent 1 and P2=parent 2.

Source:

LSAC Wave 1, release 2.5.
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Table 7:	Correlations and intercorrelations: summary socioeconomic position (SEP) measure
for families with children and component indicators or variables
(SEP) 	Years of	Years of	Occupational	Occupational	Combined
	Families
schooling
schooling
status
status
income
of infants
(P1)
(P2)
(P1)
(P2)
(Log)
(SEP) Families
of children

1.00

0.76**

0.75**

0.75**

0.76**

0.67**

Years of
schooling (P1)

0.76**

1.00

0.43**

0.58**

0.39**

0.32**

Years of
schooling (P2)

0.75**

0.43**

1.00

0.34**

0.60**

0.29**

Occupational
status (P1)

0.75**

0.58**

0.34**

1.00

0.38**

0.34**

Occupational
status (P2)

0.76**

0.39**

0.60**

0.38**

1.00

0.37**

Combined
income (Log)

0.67**

0.32**

0.29**

0.34**

0.37**

1.00

Note:

**Pearson correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). P1=parent 1 and P2=parent 2.

Source:

LSAC Wave 1, release 2.5.

The results displayed in Tables 6 and 7 indicate that across each cohort there is a strong positive
correlation between the summary socioeconomic position measure and each component indicator
or variable. The direction of this relationship is such that, for the component variables, higher
values were associated with higher socioeconomic position values. Component variables are also
positively intercorrelated. The highest intercorrelations are between occupational status and
income for both P1 and P2. Having established this relationship, it was important to identify the
nature and extent of the relationship between the summary socioeconomic position measure and
other known indicators and outcomes of socioeconomic position.

Assessing relationship between the summary measure and
known indicators and outcomes
As noted, measures selected to represent other known indicators of socioeconomic position
included measures of disadvantage such as economic hardship score, key economic hardship
indicators (Bray 2001), receipt of income support payment, living in a household where neither
parent is working and the SEIFA advantage/disadvantage index. Measures selected to represent
known outcomes of socioeconomic position included measures of adverse outcomes such as
parental medical conditions and poor health, parental smoking and low birth weight in infants
and children (see Appendix B). Consideration of the structure of these measures and the ordinal
form of the summary socioeconomic position measure informed the decision to use an ordinal
test (gamma) to explore this relationship. This test has a power advantage over more general tests
such as x2 or G 2 (Agresti 2002). Tables 8 and 9 present the gamma statistics calculated to assess
the association between the summary measure of socioeconomic position, and (i) other known
indicators of socioeconomic position, and (ii) known outcomes of socioeconomic position.
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Table 8:

Association between summary socioeconomic position measure and measures
of disadvantage
Measures of disadvantage

		Experience			
Experience
Receipt of
of hardship
Jobless
of economic
income
on key
parents
hardship
support
indicators
		

SEIFA
advantage/
disadvantage

Socioeconomic
position: families
of infants

–0.45**

–0.51**

–0.75**

–0.87**

0.66**

Socioeconomic
position: families
of children

–0.50**

–0.55**

–0.70**

–0.83**

0.69**

Note:

**Gamma statistic is significant at the 0.01 level. SEIFA=Socioeconomic Indexes for Areas.

Source:

LSAC Wave 1, release 2.5.

The summary measure shows strong and consistent associations with related indicators. The
gamma statistics reported in Table 8 indicate that the summary socioeconomic position measure
has strong negative associations with measures of disadvantage, indicating that families in lower
socioeconomic positions are more likely to experience economic hardship, receive income support
payments and live in a household where neither parent is working. The positive association
between socioeconomic position and the SEIFA index of advantage/disadvantage shows that
families who hold higher socioeconomic positions are more likely to live in neighbourhoods
characterised by advantage rather than disadvantage.
Investigation of the association between the summary measure of socioeconomic position and
parental and child adverse outcomes revealed a more complicated pattern of results. As displayed
in Table 9, where at least one parent has ever been or is a smoker, a moderate negative relationship
with the summary measure of socioeconomic position was observed for families from both cohorts.
In contrast, only a very weak negative relationship (–0.09 to –0.17) was observed between the
summary measure of socioeconomic position and parent medical condition or poor health. Low
birth weight had a modest negative association with the summary measure of socioeconomic
position, predominantly for the child cohort.
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Table 9:

Association between summary socioeconomic position measure and adverse parent
and child outcomes
Adverse parent and child outcomes

		
		
		
		

At least one		
At least
parent has a
one parent has
medical
poor health
condition

At least
one parent is,
or has been,
a smoker(a)

Infant or
child had low
birth weight

Socioeconomic position:
families of infants

–0.09**

–0.09*

–0.46**

–0.23**

Socioeconomic position:
families of children

–0.12**

–0.17**

–0.42**

–0.11*

(a)

There was insufficient numbers to investigate only current smokers.

Note:

**Gamma statistic is significant at the 0.01 level; *Gamma statistic is significant at the 0.05 level.

Source:

LSAC Wave 1, release 2.5.

To further explore the nature of the relationship between socioeconomic position and indicators of
disadvantage and adverse outcomes, logistic regression analyses were performed. The dependent
variables for these analyses were the binary forms of the following variables: economic hardship,
hardship as assessed by key indicators, receipt of income support, jobless parents, SEIFA
advantage/disadvantage, parent health condition, poor health or smoking or low birth weight.
Tables 10 and 11 display the odds of families in low or medium socioeconomic positions relative to
families in higher socioeconomic positions experiencing hardship or adverse outcomes.
Table 10:	Logistic regression models exploring the relationship between socioeconomic position
and indicators of disadvantage
Indicators of disadvantage
			Experience			
Experience
Receipt of
		
of hardship
Jobless
of economic
income
		
on key
parents
hardship
support
		
indicators
		

SEIFA
advantage/
disadvantage

Socioeconomic
position: families
of infants

Low SEP

5.19**

6.15**

28.00**

58.05**

14.81**

Medium SEP

2.26**

2.17**

5.00**

4.48**

4.01**

Socioeconomic
position: families
of children

Low SEP

6.45**

7.42**

20.39**

56.59**

30.68**

Medium SEP

2.48**

2.22**

4.71**

6.73**

6.36**

Note:

**Odds ratio is significant at 0.01 level. SEIFA=Socioeconomic Indexes for Areas; SEP=socioeconomic
position.

Source:

LSAC Wave 1, release 2.5.

The results presented in Table 10 indicate a consistent pattern, with those families who have low
socioeconomic positions being more likely to experience a particular type of disadvantage or
hardship than those having higher socioeconomic positions. This result is most strongly observed
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in relation to the receipt of income support and jobless parents. Consistent with the results of prior
analysis, families holding low socioeconomic positions were also found to be more likely to have a
parent who had experienced poor health or had a medical condition compared to families having
higher socioeconomic positions (see Table 11). Little difference was observed between medium and
high socioeconomic position groups.
Where one parent has been or is a smoker, the relationship is similar across cohorts. Parents in
families having low socioeconomic positions have higher odds of having been or currently being
a smoker compared with parents in families having higher socioeconomic positions. Infants with
parents of either low or medium socioeconomic positions are twice as likely to have low birth
weight as infants from high socioeconomic position families. The collective results of the analyses
presented in Tables 10 and 11 demonstrate that families having low socioeconomic position were at
particular risk of disadvantage and the experience of adverse outcomes.
Table 11:	Logistic regression models exploring the relationship between socioeconomic position
and adverse outcomes
Adverse outcomes
		
		
		
		
Socioeconomic
position: families
of infants
Socioeconomic
position: families
of children

At least one		
At least
parent has a
one parent has
medical
poor health
condition

At least
one parent is,
or has been,
a smoker

Infant or
child had low
birth weight

Low SEP

1.36**

1.35*

5.06**

2.40**

Medium SEP

1.12

0.99

2.75**

2.11**

Low SEP

1.49**

1.76**

4.26**

1.45*

Medium SEP

1.18*

1.15

2.45**

1.21

Note:

**Odds ratio is significant at 0.01 level. *Odds ratio is significant at 0.05 level. SEP=socioeconomic
position.

Source:

LSAC Wave 1, release 2.5.

Examining whether the summary measure performs in the
same way as its component indicators
It was also important to investigate how the summary measure performed in relation to the
components. To do so, a series of separate univariate logistic regression analyses were performed
using the dependent variables: parent health condition, parent poor health or smoking, and
low birth weight. The explanatory variables for these analyses were the continuous form of the
summary socioeconomic position variable, and for each subsequent analysis, the continuous forms
of each component variable respectively. For two-parent families the highest component value was
selected when two were available. The results of these separate analyses are presented for each
cohort in Tables 12 and 13.
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Table 12:	Comparison of the effect of the summary socioeconomic position measure and
component variables upon adverse outcomes for families of infants
		
		
		
		

At least one
parent is,
or has been,
a smoker

		

ß

se

At least
one parent has
medical
condition

ß

se

At least
one parent
has poor
health

ß

se

Infant or
child had low
birth weight

ß

se

Summary
measure

SEP

–0.67**

0.04

–0.13** 0.03

–0.15** 0.04

–0.27** 0.06

Component
indicators

Highest
years of
schooling

–0.61**

0.04

–0.11**

–0.09*

0.05

–0.24** 0.07

Highest
occupational
status

–0.54**

0.04

–0.09** 0.03

–0.08

0.04

–0.23** 0.06

Combined
income

–0.36**

0.04

–0.13** 0.03

–0.12** 0.04

–0.18** 0.06

Note:

0.03

**Estimate is significant at 0.01 level; *estimate is significant at 0.05 level. SEP=socioeconomic position;

ß=coefficient; se=standard error.
Source:

LSAC Wave 1, release 2.5.

Table 13:	Comparison of the effect of the summary socioeconomic position measure and component
variables upon adverse outcomes for families of children
		
		
		
		
		

At least one
parent is,
or has been,
a smoker

ß

se

At least
one parent has
medical
condition

ß

se

At least
one parent
has poor
health

ß

se

Infant or
child had low
birth weight

ß

se

Summary
measure

SEP

–0.56**

0.04

–0.13** 0.03

–0.20** 0.04

–0.14** 0.06

Component
indicators

Highest
years of
schooling

–0.51**

0.04

–0.11** 0.03

–0.15** 0.05

–0.09

0.06

Highest
occupational
status

–0.44**

0.04

–0.11** 0.03

–0.13** 0.04

–0.13*

0.06

Combined
income

–0.24**

0.04

–0.09** 0.03

–0.17** 0.04

–0.14*

0.06

Note:

**Estimate is significant at 0.01 level; *estimate is significant at 0.05 level. SEP=socioeconomic position;

ß=coefficient; se=standard error.
Source:

LSAC Wave 1, release 2.5.
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The results presented in Tables 12 and 13 indicate that, compared with its component variables,
the single summary measure of socioeconomic position shows similar or stronger associations
with other indicators of disadvantage or adverse outcomes. For all family groups, the estimated
parameters (B) for the summary socioeconomic measure and component indicators are consistent
and in the expected direction. The direction of the relationships observed is in accordance with
the results of previous analyses with low socioeconomic position being associated with a higher
probability of the family experiencing an adverse outcome.
One key finding identified within Tables 12 and 13 is that the models testing the summary measure
of socioeconomic position are able to use a larger number of cases and have comparable or
less standard error associated with them than do models testing the effect of the component
indicators upon adverse outcomes. This finding may be explained by the fact that a certain amount
of missing data is accommodated in the construction of the summary socioeconomic position
measure. As a consequence, within the models testing the effect of component indicators upon
adverse outcomes, the parameters associated with the components are more likely to fail to reach
significance at the 0.05 level. Note, however, that the selection of the composite measure, rather
than a single component, should be theoretically driven.

Examining the effect of potential confounders
The final analysis explored whether the summary socioeconomic position measure maintained its
significant association with adverse outcomes, when the effects of potentially confounding factors
are accounted for. Potential confounders of the relationship between socioeconomic position
and adverse outcomes include: family size (number of children), parental age, and the number of
parents in the home. Willms and Shields (1996) note that incorporating such factors into a general
measure of socioeconomic position is not practical, but suggest that where the measure is to be
used as a control variable in regression analyses, these potential confounding factors may be
added to the equation as covariates.
Compared with the unadjusted estimates reported in Table 11, controlling for the effect of potential
confounders showed very little change in effect sizes. Of interest in the analyses, the odds ratios
associated with potential confounders often fail to reach statistical significance. Indeed, there was
no easily discernible pattern in the relationship between the adverse outcomes and the identified
potential confounding factors. This supports Willms and Shields’ (1996) suggestion that their
incorporation into a general measure of socioeconomic position is not justified but that in any
modelling exercise their inclusion as covariates is warranted.

6 Discussion
Family socioeconomic position refers to key resources that parents and their children can
access. This paper describes development and application of a comparable and robust measure
of socioeconomic position for families in LSAC. It represents the first effort to devise a simple,
practical summary measure of family socioeconomic position for this important study.
The methodology used to guide the derivation of the summary measure of socioeconomic position
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was based upon the work of Willms and Shields (1996) and incorporates measures of combined
annual family income, parental educational attainment and occupational status. The summary
measure created by combining data from these variables was calculated and standardised
relative to distinct populations, such as families with infants and/or families with young children.
The measure can be used for all families (combining values for one and two-parent families) or,
depending on the research question, used to calculate socioeconomic position within family types
(for example, families with one parent or families with two parents).
A multistage data analysis strategy was developed to guide preliminary investigation of the
summary measure. Analyses conducted revealed the summary measure of socioeconomic position
to be a useful tool for describing the socioeconomic experiences of families. As expected, and
clearly illustrated by the correlations in Tables 6 and 7, analyses revealed that families with
higher socioeconomic positions are characterised by greater combined annual family income,
educational attainment and higher occupational status. The annual combined income reported
by families was found to increase with the age of the subject child and was higher for couple
families compared to single-parent families. Preliminary investigations also revealed that the
summary measure of socioeconomic position was strongly associated with other known indicators
and outcomes of socioeconomic position. The nature of these relationships was such that lower
socioeconomic positions were associated with greater experience of disadvantage and/or
adverse outcomes for families and children. Further analyses indicated that the single summary
measure of socioeconomic position gave estimates consistent with the component variables, but
proved a more practical and powerful measure, yielding comparable or smaller standard errors
and minimising loss of sample due to missing data. The strength of its association with adverse
outcomes was not diminished when the influence of potential confounding factors was accounted
for. Taken together, the results of the analyses performed provide in-principle support for the
derived measure and its application to the LSAC datasets.
Application of this summary measure of socioeconomic position can facilitate a range of social
policy research. It could be used, for example, to estimate how the socioeconomic position of
families directly interacts with developmental outcomes, or the extent to which low socioeconomic
positions may be considered a risk factor for adverse child outcomes. In addition, it allows
researchers to examine the impact of other child, family or environmental risk factors while
controlling for the effect of socioeconomic position in a practical way. Because the summary
measure of socioeconomic position can be calculated relative to distinct populations, the measure
can be used to compare the socioeconomic characteristics of different family types, and to define
subgroups whose trajectories can be tracked over time. With successive waves of LSAC, it will
also be possible to map trajectories that show change in socioeconomic position over time. Other
research the authors are currently undertaking, which examines the influence of family and work
characteristics upon the wellbeing of families and children, will also be able to use the measure to
control for the effect of socioeconomic position while examining the influence of other variables of
interest.
Despite the exciting potential of the measure, some caution must be exercised. The analyses
conducted highlight some of the conceptual and methodological difficulties inherent in calculating
a summary measure of socioeconomic position. One of the most common problems encountered
is the conceptualisation of socioeconomic position for parents not currently in the labour force.
This problem is especially relevant for the population group of mothers with young children where
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the allocation of an occupational status score is often difficult. This issue was addressed in the
paper by allocating an occupational status score to the last main occupation held, providing this
occupation was held not more than five years prior to the survey. This approach seems reasonable
since, while being out of the labour force will immediately impact upon income, the resources
represented by occupational status may not disappear as rapidly.
A further issue that remains to be explored in relation to measures of occupation is the impact
upon occupational status and socioeconomic position when individuals return to work after being
out of the labour force, but return to occupations of lower status because of work–family balance
considerations. At present there is no measure within the LSAC datasets of how common this is and
investigation of this issue would require examination of changes to occupational status over time
using longitudinal data and data analysis methods.
The measurement of educational attainment, through years of schooling completed, also raises
some conceptual and methodological issues. Lynch and Kaplan (2000) note that measures of
years of education tell us nothing about the quality of the education received and the social or
economic value of that education within particular social, historical and cultural contexts. Analyses
conducted for this paper also revealed that educational attainment contributed little to the
understanding of the experiences of those in high socioeconomic positions because virtually all
members of this group had tertiary qualifications.
As noted, the measure of socioeconomic position developed is a relative measure of SEP specific
to the samples assessed, and is thus sensitive to and dependent upon the characteristics of that
sample. For example, when considered in relation to all families, those families with one parent
may be clustered within lower socioeconomic positions. However, re-calculating the socioeconomic
position of these families relative to other one-parent families could dramatically alter their relative
socioeconomic position. For this reason, it is important that researchers specify the sample or
relevant social grouping for which the socioeconomic position measure they use is constructed (for
a more detailed discussion see Sloat & Willms 2002).
Further, in this paper measures of socioeconomic position were developed and standardised for
families with one parent, with two parents, and for all families. Where data were available for each
component variable and the appropriate mean and standard deviation could be estimated, it would
also be possible to standardise a measure of socioeconomic position for any population of interest.
Thus, while not the focus of this paper, it would be possible to standardise the scores to the mean
and standard deviation of all families within broader populations using larger data collections,
such as the Census, for example.
While these issues may be the catalyst for further work, they do not detract from the value of the
summary socioeconomic position measure described in this paper. One of the chief advantages
of this summary measure of socioeconomic position is that it provides a useful way to measure
the socioeconomic resources available to families and children over time and the influence of
these resources upon short and long-term outcomes. Such issues are of key social policy interest
and the succinct nature of the summary measure means it is uniquely suited to research that
seeks to describe or control for the socioeconomic position of families. Importantly, the measure
can be calculated for different populations of interest and can be used in both cross-sectional
and longitudinal research. Further, preliminary work presented in Appendix A highlights the
potential this measure presents in maximising the usefulness of other studies like HILDA, allowing
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comparable measurement of family SEP across different data. Because the HILDA survey contains
data on adolescent children (aged 15 years and older) in the household as well as parents, this
could enable, for example, the comparison of SEP gradients in outcomes for three cohorts of
Australian families: those with infants, those with young children, and those with teenagers. This,
along with other research using the SEP measure, could broaden the scope of research questions
that can be answered by the datasets, ultimately benefiting their research potential and worth.

Appendix A: Measuring family socioeconomic
position in HILDA
Both LSAC and HILDA are large-scale longitudinal studies funded by FaHCSIA. While differing in
scope, nature and purpose, both studies provide information about the lives and experiences of a
representative sample of Australians. They are valuable assets for social policy research; efforts to
maximise their use are clearly warranted and measures that make the studies consistent and able
to be used in a complementary fashion are important. Derivation of a single summary measure of
the socioeconomic position of families within HILDA and LSAC may overcome limitations currently
observed with indicators available for these studies. While both studies currently contain some
indicators of socioeconomic position, these are primarily orientated at the individual level, rather
than the family level. Derivation of a new measure will importantly increase the capacity of these
datasets to be used for social policy research focused on families and children.

Method
Data source
HILDA is a household-based panel study designed and managed by the Melbourne Institute of
Applied Economic and Social Research, the Australian Council for Educational Research, and the
Australian Institute of Family Studies. Collecting data about Australian families’ demographic
characteristics, income, employment and wellbeing, HILDA provides an overview of individual
experiences at different points across the lifespan. The HILDA dataset represents a national
probability sample of Australian households occupying private dwellings. All members of
sampled households are defined as members of the study sample. Since 2001, data has been
collected annually through four survey instruments: a household form, household questionnaire,
person questionnaire and self-completion questionnaire. Information for the household form
and questionnaire is obtained from any adult member of the household, preferably the person
identified as most knowledgeable about the household finances. If possible, the section on child
care is also given to the person most knowledgeable about those arrangements. Collectively,
the four survey instruments obtain information about dwelling and household characteristics,
employment, income, family and background information, and attitudes on health and
relationships. The person questionnaire instrument is completed for each household member
through interviews conducted with those aged 15 years and older. Once this interview and the
person questionnaire are completed, individuals are given the self-completion questionnaire to
complete in private. Data for use in this paper were collected at Wave 4 of the HILDA study where
data were available for 6,987 households and 12,408 individuals.
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To use the HILDA and LSAC datasets simultaneously, the preliminary work undertaken for this
paper selected a sub-population from the HILDA sample for comparison with the LSAC sample.
This sub-population consisted of those families with a resident dependent child aged 15 or
16 years at the time of the Wave 4 interview (n=458).5 Individuals aged 15 and 16 years at
Wave 4 of HILDA were matched to other members of their households, identifying those classified
as the mother and father. A small number of cases (n=20) were excluded as no mother or father
was identified within the household. For the purpose of this paper, consistent with LSAC, where
there was a mother present, they were identified as Parent 1 (P1) and if a father was present,
they were identified as Parent 2 (P2). In the discussion that follows, the term ‘parent’ will be
used to refer to Parent 1 and Parent 2, noting that in the LSAC study this term is not accurate for
a small percentage of cases. Manipulation of the HILDA dataset in this way effectively allows the
socioeconomic position of families to be calculated for three cohort groups of Australian families:
those with infants (LSAC), those with young children (LSAC), and those with teenagers (HILDA). It
is important to note, however, that these three groups of families are not mutually exclusive. The
‘infant’ group of families may also have other children, who will usually be older than the subject
‘infant’ child, while the ‘young child’ and ‘teenage’ groups of families may have other children who
are younger or older than the subject child.
Consistent with the NLSCY model described for use with the LSAC data, the socioeconomic
parameters of interest include the combined annual family income, educational attainment of the
parents of children within the three cohorts or samples and the status associated with the jobs
parents hold. The following sections describe how these parameters were measured in the HILDA
survey and what modifications were made in order to construct a measure of socioeconomic
position. Further details of variable specifics are in Table A9.

Combined annual income
For families with a 15 or 16 year-old child in HILDA, the derived variable ‘total household income
for the financial year’ was used to ensure all sources of income were counted; this meant that in
a small proportion of cases income from other people such as an independent adult child was
included. To smooth the distribution of income values for families in both studies, the combined
annual income variable was transformed using natural logarithms, that is, ln (x). Due to variances
in data collection methods and the implications of these for the meaning of the data collected,
the income measure used for the HILDA sub-sample varies from that used for the LSAC sample.
The income measure used for the HILDA sub-sample is much broader than that for the LSAC study,
encompassing the idea of ‘household’ rather than ‘parent’ income. This means the estimate of
income for the families of teenagers is likely to be larger and could feasibly include income earned
by not only both parents but also working-age children living at home and/or the income or
benefits of other family members.

Educational attainment
Parents’ educational attainment in HILDA was measured in the same manner as described for the
LSAC study, by estimating the number of years of schooling or education completed by parents. In
HILDA this information was gained from the variables ‘highest level of schooling completed’ and
‘highest educational qualification obtained’. As described for the LSAC study, estimated actual
years of schooling were allocated to approximate a continuous measure ranging from zero years
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of schooling, for those who had never attended school, to 20 years of schooling for those who had
completed a post-graduate degree.

Occupational status
Parents’ occupational status in the HILDA study was estimated using the ANU4 score measure
established by Jones and McMillan (2001). Wave 4 of the HILDA dataset includes an ANU4 score
matched to current occupations and occupations held within the past five years. Consistent with
the methods described for the LSAC data, where an individual had not been in paid employment
for the past five years, the value for the ANU4 score is set to missing and a summary ANU4 score
variable calculated to reflect current or past occupational status as relevant.

Construction of a family socioeconomic position measure for HILDA
Following the methods described for the LSAC data, values for the component measures parental
educational attainment, occupational status and combined annual income were standardised to
a mean of zero and a standard deviation of one so they could be combined and their unweighted
average calculated. Also consistent with the methods described for the LSAC data, separate
indices were created for families with two resident parents, one resident parent and a combined
index for all families. The summary measure of socioeconomic position developed for each family
group can be presented as both a continuous variable and an ordinal variable. The preliminary
analyses presented in this paper will use the ordinal form of the variable where low socioeconomic
positions refer to relative socioeconomic position scores ranging from 0 to 25 per cent, medium
socioeconomic positions refer to scores from 26 to 75 per cent, and high socioeconomic positions
to scores from 76 to 100 per cent.6

Data analysis strategy
Building on the work presented using the LSAC data, preliminary investigations have begun upon a
multistage data analysis strategy for the HILDA sub-sample. The first stage in this analysis strategy
involved applying the ordinal form of the summary socioeconomic position measure to describe
the socioeconomic circumstances of families with teenagers. These analyses involved calculation
of measures of central tendency for each component variable and each family type. Preliminary
Pearson correlation statistics were computed and inspected to examine the relationship between
the summary or composite measure of socioeconomic position and its component variables.
Gamma statistics were then computed to assess the relationship between the summary measure
and other known indicators or outcomes of socioeconomic position. Preliminary logistic regression
analyses were also performed to explore the basic nature of the relationship between the
summary socioeconomic position measure and the identified known indicators and outcomes
of socioeconomic position. Further logistic regression analyses were conducted to investigate
whether the summary socioeconomic position measure showed the same relationship with known
outcome measures as its component measures and whether, controlling for confounders, the
summary measure maintained a significant relationship with known outcomes. Except where
stated, all analyses conducted used the measure of socioeconomic position calculated relative to
all families (that is, combining values for one and two-parent families).
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Results
Socioeconomic position of families
Using the ordinal measure, preliminary analyses of data for the small HILDA sub-sample first
describe the socioeconomic characteristics of families. Tables A1, A2 and A3 show the median
combined annual family income, educational attainment and occupational status in both one and
two-parent families that are categorised as having low, medium or high socioeconomic positions.
Table A1:	Families in low socioeconomic positions

All families: low socioeconomic position

Teenagers (HILDA)

Notes:
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Families with
one parent

Parent 1 has a Year 10 education
Parent 1 belongs to the occupational category Elementary Clerical, Sales
and Service Workers
The annual household income is $38,600
(n=57)

Families with
two parents

Both parents have a Year 10 education
Parent 1 belongs to the occupational category Intermediate Transport
and Production Workers
Parent 2 belongs to the occupational category Elementary Clerical,
Sales and Service Workers
The annual household income is $58,700
(n=57)

HILDA=Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia. For descriptive purposes, median scores on
component indicators were converted back to their original metric. It should be noted that the occupational
classifications provided in these tables are for illustrative purposes only and some overlap in occupational
status may occur between some groups. Families in the selected sub-sample of HILDA may also have other
children who may be younger or older than the subject ‘teenage’ child.
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Table A2:	Families in medium socioeconomic positions

All families: medium socioeconomic position

Teenagers (HILDA)

Note:

Families with
one parent

Parent 1 has a certificate or other qualification
Parent 1 belongs to the occupational category Associate Professionals
The annual household income is $58,100
(n=42)

Families with
two parents

Parent 1 has a Year 12 education
Parent 2 has a certificate or other qualification
Parent 1 belongs to the occupational category Intermediate Clerical,
Sales and Service Workers
Parent 2 belongs to the occupational category Tradespersons and
Related Workers
The annual household income is $95,800
(n=187)

HILDA=Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia. For descriptive purposes, median scores on
component indicators were converted back to their original metric. It should be noted that the occupational
classifications provided in these tables are for illustrative purposes only and some overlap in occupational
status may occur between some groups. Families in the selected sub-sample of HILDA may also have other
children who may be younger or older than the subject ‘teenage’ child.

Table A3:	Families in high socioeconomic positions

All families: high socioeconomic position

Teenagers (HILDA)

Note:

Families with
one parent

Parent 1 has a graduate diploma/certificate or Bachelor degree
Parent 1 belongs to the occupation category Professionals
The annual household income is $73,100
(n=19)

Families with
two parents

Both parents have a graduate diploma/certificate or Bachelor degree
Parent 1 belongs to the occupational category Professionals
Parent 2 belongs to the occupational category Managers and
Administrators
The annual household income is $111,300
(n=96)

HILDA=Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia. For descriptive purposes, median scores on
component indicators were converted back to their original metric. It should be noted that the occupational
classifications provided in these tables are for illustrative purposes only and some overlap in occupational
status may occur between some groups. Families in the selected sub-sample of HILDA may also have other
children who may be younger or older than the subject ‘teenage’ child.
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Results shown in Tables A1, A2 and A3 indicate that, consistent with the results for the LSAC
samples (and as expected), families who have higher socioeconomic positions are characterised
by greater combined annual family income, parental educational attainment and occupational
status. Comparison of the incomes of the HILDA sub-sample to those reported for the LSAC cohorts
supports the observation that annual income increases with the age of the subject child. Again
as expected, families with two parents reported greater combined annual incomes than do those
families with one parent.

Assessing the relationship between the summary measure and its components
Preliminary investigation was undertaken to assess the relationship between the summary
socioeconomic position measure calculated for the HILDA sub-sample and its component
indicators. Table A4 presents Pearson correlations between the continuous, summary variable
and component indicators. Given the preliminary nature of the work presented in this appendix,
intercorrelations between component indicators are not presented at this stage.
Table A4:	Correlation between summary socioeconomic position measure and its component
indicators or variables
	Years of	Years of 	Occupational 	Occupational	Combined
schooling
schooling
status
status
income
(P1)
(P2)
(P1)
(P2)
(Log)
Socioeconomic
position: families
of teenagers
Note:

0.72**

0.77**

0.76**

0.76**

0.60**

**Gamma statistic is significant at the 0.01 level. P1=parent 1 and P2=parent 2.

The results displayed in Table A4, as per the results presented for the LSAC data, indicate that for
families with teenagers there is a strong positive correlation between the summary socioeconomic
position measure and each component indicator or variable.

Assessing the relationship between the summary measure and known indicators
and outcomes
An ordinal test (gamma) was used to explore the relationship between the summary SEP measure
derived for the HILDA sub-sample and measures selected to represent other known indicators of
socioeconomic position and its outcomes. This test has a power advantage over more general tests
such as x2 or G 2 (Agresti 2002). Results are presented in Tables A5 and A6.
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Table A5: Association between summary socioeconomic position measure and measures of
disadvantage
Measures of disadvantage
			Experience			
Experience
Receipt of
SEIFA
		
of hardship
Jobless
of economic
income
advantage/
		
on key
parents
hardship
support
disadvantage
		
indicators
		
Socioeconomic position: 		
families of teenagers
Note:

–0.39**

–0.42**

–0.56**

–0.21*

0.50**

**Gamma statistic is significant at the 0.01 level; *Gamma statistic is significant at the 0.05 level.
SEIFA=socioeconomic Indexes for Areas.

The results displayed in Table A5 indicate that the summary measure shows a consistent
association with related indicators. It displays negative associations with measures of
disadvantage, indicating families in lower socioeconomic positions are more likely to experience
economic hardship, receive income support payments and live in a household where neither
parent is working. The positive association between socioeconomic position and the SEIFA index
of advantage/disadvantage shows that families who hold higher socioeconomic positions are
more likely to live in neighbourhoods characterised by advantage rather than disadvantage.
When compared to the results presented for the LSAC cohorts, the weaker negative associations
presented in Table A5 and, in particular, for the indicator ‘jobless parents’, may reflect the fact that
only a small proportion of teenagers have parents who are not working or are in low socioeconomic
positions.
Investigation of the association between the summary measure of socioeconomic position and
adverse outcomes revealed moderate negative relationships between the summary socioeconomic
position measure and adverse outcomes for parents. In comparison to the findings reported for
the LSAC sample, these relationships were much stronger for families with a teenager. This may
reflect a health selection effect (for example, the medical conditions of these parents are more
likely to result in loss of income) or the cumulative impact of disadvantage on physical health. In
the adolescent sample, having left school early showed a stronger negative association, but this
relationship failed to reach significance at the 0.05 level.
Table A6: Association between summary socioeconomic position measure and adverse parent
and child outcomes
Adverse parent and child outcomes
		
		
		
		
Socioeconomic position: 		
families of teenagers
Note:

At least one		
At least
parent has a
one parent has
medical
poor health
condition
–0.37**

–0.48**

At least
one parent is,
or has been,
a smoker

Teenager
left school
early

–0.38**

–0.39

**Gamma statistic is significant at the 0.01 level.
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To further explore the nature of the relationship between socioeconomic position, disadvantage
and adverse outcomes, logistic regression analyses were performed. The dependent variables for
these analyses were the binary forms of the variables: economic hardship, hardship as assessed by
key indicators, receipt of income support, jobless parents, SEIFA advantage/disadvantage, parent
health condition, poor health or smoking, and teenager left school early (see Table A11). Tables A7
and A8 show the odds of families in low or medium socioeconomic positions relative to families in
higher socioeconomic positions experiencing hardship or adverse outcomes.
Table A7:	Logistic regression models exploring the relationship between socioeconomic position
and indicators of disadvantage
Indicators of disadvantage
			Experience			
Experience
Receipt of
		
of hardship
Jobless
of economic
income
		
on key
parents
hardship
support
		
indicators
		
Socioeconomic
position: families
of teenagers
Note:

SEIFA
advantage/
disadvantage

Low SEP

3.74**

2.82**

7.67**

1.97

18.73**

Medium SEP

1.86*

1.57

1.66

1.11

5.07**

**Odds ratio is significant at 0.01 level; *Odds ratio is significant at 0.05 level.
SEIFA=Socioeconomic Indexes for Areas.

Consistent with the results presented for the LSAC data, the results presented in Table A7 indicate
a consistent pattern with those families who have low socioeconomic positions being more likely to
experience a particular type of disadvantage or hardship than those having higher socioeconomic
positions. In comparison with the results presented for the younger cohorts in LSAC, families of
teenagers appear less likely to experience disadvantage. Evidence from prior analyses suggests
this may be because families of teenagers have higher incomes than families of young children
or infants. Also consistent with the results of prior analysis, families holding low socioeconomic
positions were also found to be more likely to have a parent who had experienced poor health or
had a medical condition compared to families having higher socioeconomic positions
(see Table A6).
Table A8:	Logistic regression models exploring the relationship between socioeconomic position
and adverse outcomes
Indicators of adverse outcomes
		
		
		
		
Socioeconomic
position: families
of teenagers
Note:
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At least one		
At least
parent has a
one parent has
medical
poor health
condition

At least
one parent is,
or has been,
a smoker

Teenager
left school
early

Low SEP

4.14**

5.80**

5.10**

3.75

Medium SEP

0.70

1.32

1.18

1.47

**Odds ratio is significant at 0.01 level. SEP=socioeconomic position.

Measuring family socioeconomic position

Again consistent with the results reported for the LSAC cohort, parents in families having low
socioeconomic positions have higher odds of having been or currently being a smoker compared
with parents in families having higher socioeconomic positions. The parameter estimates
associated with the dependent variable—teenager has left school early—failed to reach statistical
significance.

Discussion
The preliminary work presented in this appendix highlights the potential for developing and
applying a comparable and robust measure of socioeconomic position for families in the HILDA and
LSAC studies. The analyses presented in this appendix have concentrated on the derivation of a
family socioeconomic position measure for only those families within HILDA who had a
15 or 16 year-old child at Wave 4 of the study, but potential exists to expand the measure to account
for all families in the HILDA study. This represents a significant undertaking for future research and
also furthers efforts to validate the measure by replicating the results presented for the LSAC data.
The preliminary results of analyses presented here indicate that development of an analogous
measure of family socioeconomic position for the LSAC and HILDA studies is viable. While
differences in measurement (particularly family income) imply comparisons between the studies
must be made with some caution, the results of analyses presented in this paper identify that
manipulation of the HILDA dataset to select only this sub-population can effectively allow for
comparisons between families of infants, children and teenagers, thereby strengthening the
research capacity of the studies both independently and in their simultaneous use.

A note on variables used in preliminary work (HILDA dataset)
HILDA data users should refer to data documentation and questionnaires to obtain question
response formats and values
(see <http://www.melbourneinstitute.com/hilda/questionnaires.html>).
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Table A9:	Variables used in construction of summary socioeconomic position measure (HILDA)
Original variables
HILDA
Combined
annual income

Q: Household financial year gross
income: imputed income from
all private (market and private
transfers) and public (pension
and benefit) sources, summed
to the household level. Includes
Family Tax Benefits and Child Care
Benefit, but excludes windfall
(irregular) income sources.

Modifications
These variables were combined
to create overall financial year
income

Q: Household financial year gross
income imputed
Q: Household financial year
windfall income imputed
Educational
attainment

Q: Highest year of school
completed/currently attending

The variables were converted to
highest level of schooling

Years of
schooling for P1
and P2

Q: Highest level of education
achieved

This was done for P1 and P2

Occupational
status for P1
and P2

Q: ANU4 occupational status
scale, main job

The variables were already coded
as ANU4 scores

Q: ANU4 occupational status
scale, last job, not currently in
paid work

Selection was based on most
recent occupation

Q: ANU4 occupational status scale
Note:
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P1=parent 1 and P2=parent 2.

This was done for P1 and P2
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Table A10:	Variables used in examination of summary socioeconomic position
measure—adverse outcomes (HILDA)
Original variables
HILDA

Modifications

At least one
parent has
a medical
condition

Q: Long term health condition,
disability or impairment

For single P1 and P2 and couple P1
and P2, this variable was re-coded
into a dummy variable neither
have medical condition versus
either or both have a medical
condition

At least one
parent has poor
health

Q: General health

For single P1 and P2 and couple P1
and P2, this variable was re-coded
into a dummy variable: neither in
poor health versus either or both
are in poor health

At least one
parent is, or has
been, a smoker

Q: Smokes cigarettes or other
tobacco products

For single P1 and P2 and couple P1
and P2, this variable was re-coded
into a dummy variable: neither
have ever smoked versus either
or both currently smoke or have
smoked

Teenager left
school early

Q: Have you now left school?

For teenagers, this was re-coded
into a dummy variable: not left
versus has left school

1 Yes
2 No

Note:

P1=parent 1 and P2=parent 2.
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Table A11:	Variables used in examination of summary socioeconomic position measure—other
known indicators (HILDA)
Original variables
HILDA
Experience
of economic
hardship

Experience of
hardship on key
indicators

Receipt of
income support

Since January 2004 did any of the
following happen to you because
of a shortage of money?
• Could not pay electricity, gas
or telephone bills on time
• Could not pay the rent or
mortgage on time
• Pawned or sold something
• Went without meals
• Was unable to heat home
• Asked for financial help from
friends or family
• Asked for help from welfare
community organisations

For P1 and P2, the variables were
re-coded into dummy variables:
none/some/substantial, and
combined to create one variable
by counting the number of yeses
to each item
Only P1 was used in the validation
analysis
• For logistic regression analyses
this variable was dummy coded
to represent the experience of
none versus some or significant
hardship

Since January 2004 did any of the
following happen to you because
of a shortage of money?
• Pawned or sold something
• Went without meals
• Was unable to heat home
• Asked for help from welfare
community organisations

For P1 and P2, the variables were
re-coded into dummy variables:
none/some/substantial, and
combined to create one variable
by counting the number of yeses
to each item

Do you currently receive the
Age Pension from the Australian
Government?

For single P1 and P2 and couple
P1 and P2, the variables were
combined into a dummy variable,
neither versus either receiving
payment

Do you currently receive any
income from the government in
the form of a benefit, pension or
allowance?
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Modifications

Only the P1 variable was used in
the validation analysis
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Table A11:	Variables used in examination of summary socioeconomic position measure—other
known indicators (HILDA) (continued)
Original variables
HILDA
Jobless parents

Labour force status:
1 Employed full-time
2 Employed part-time
3 Unemployed, looking for
full-time work
4 Unemployed, looking for
part-time work
5 Not in the labour force, 		
marginally attached
6 Not in the labour force, not
marginally attached

SEIFA
disadvantage/
advantage

Modifications
For single P1 and P2 and couple P1
and P2, this variable was
re-coded into: no-one working/
either working/ both working

For single P1 and P2 and couple P1
and P2, this variable was
re-coded into a dummy variable:
high versus low
Only the P1 variable was used in
the validation analysis
• For logistic regression analyses
this variable was dummy coded
to represent living in a high
versus low socioeconomic area

Note:

P1=parent 1 and P2=parent 2.
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Appendix B: Variables used in construction of
summary socioeconomic position measure
Deed holding data users should refer to data documentation and questionnaires to obtain question
response formats and values; see <http://www.aifs.gov.au/growingup/data.html>.
Table B1:	Variables used in construction of summary socioeconomic position measure (LSAC)
Original variables
Combined
annual income

Modifications

B Cohort

K Cohort

Q: (P1) usual weekly income,
expressed as a weekly figure

Q: (P1) usual weekly income,
expressed as a weekly figure

Missings
removed

Q: (P2) usual weekly income,
expressed as a weekly figure

Q: (P2) usual weekly income,
expressed as a weekly figure

P1 and
P2 values
combined
Log taken

Educational
attainment
Years of
schooling for P1
and P2

Occupational
status for P1
and P2

Note:
160

Q: What was the highest
year of primary or secondary
school P1 completed?

Q: What was the highest
year of primary or secondary
school P1 completed?

Q: Has P1 completed a trade
certificate or any other
educational qualification?

Q: Has P1 completed a trade
certificate or any other
educational qualification?

Q: What is the level of the
highest qualification P1
completed?

Q: What is the level of the
highest qualification that P1
completed?

Q: What was the highest
year of primary or secondary
school P2 completed?

Q: What was the highest
year of primary or secondary
school P2 completed?

Q: Has P2 completed a
trade certificate or any other
educational qualification?

Q: Has P2 completed a
trade certificate or any other
educational qualification?

Q: What is the level of the
highest qualification that P2
completed?

Q: What is the level of the
highest qualification that P2
completed?

Q: In the main job held last
week, what was P1’s full
occupation?

Q: In the main job held last
week, what was P1’s full
occupation?

Q: In the last main job held,
what was P1’s occupation?

Q: In the last main job held,
what was P1’s occupation?

Q: In the main job held last
week, what was P2’s full
occupation?

Q: In the main job held last
week, what was P2’s full
occupation?

Q: In the last main job held,
what was P2’s occupation?

Q: In the last main job held,
what was P2’s occupation?

P1=parent 1 and P2=parent 2.

Missings
removed
Years of
schooling
computed
Variable
standardised

Missings
removed
ANU4 score
computed
Summary
measure made
Variable
standardised
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Table B2:	Variables used in investigation of summary socioeconomic position
measure—adverse outcomes (LSAC)
Original variables
At least one
parent has
a medical
condition

At least one
parent has poor
health

At least one
parent is, or has
been, a smoker

Infant or child
had low birth
weight

Note:

B Cohort

K Cohort

Q: Does P1 have any medical
conditions or disabilities that
have lasted, or are likely to
last, for six months or more?
(yes/no)

Q: Does P1 have any
medical conditions or
disabilities that have lasted,
or are likely to last, for six
months or more? (yes/no)

Q: Does P2 have any medical
conditions or disabilities that
have lasted, or are likely to
last, for six months or more?
(yes/no)

Q: Does P2 have any
medical conditions or
disabilities that have lasted,
or are likely to last, for six
months or more? (yes/no)

Q: (P1) In general, would you
say your own health is:
• excellent
• fair
• very good
• poor
• good

Q: (P1) In general, would you
say your own health is:
• excellent
• fair
• very good
• poor
• good

Q: (P2) In general, would you
say your own health is:
• excellent
• fair
• very good
• poor
• good

Q: (P2) In general, would
you say your own health is:
• excellent
• fair
• very good
• poor
• good

Q: (P1) How often do you
currently smoke cigarettes?
• do not smoke at all
• less than once a day
• at least once a day
Q: (P1) Have you ever smoked
regularly? (yes/no)
Q: (P2) How often do you
currently smoke cigarettes?
• do not smoke at all
• less than once a day
• at least once a day
Q: (P2) Have you ever
smoked regularly? (yes/no)

Q: (P1) How often do you
currently smoke cigarettes?
• do not smoke at all
• less than once a day
• at least once a day
Q: (P1) Have you ever
smoked regularly? (yes/no)
Q: (P2) How often do you
currently smoke cigarettes?
• do not smoke at all
• less than once a day
• at least once a day
Q: (P2) Have you ever
smoked regularly? (yes/no)

Q: How much did child weigh
at birth? (Grams)

Q: How much did child
weigh at birth? (Grams)

Modifications
Missings removed
P1 and P2 combined
Variable coded
to reflect neither
parent has a
medical condition,
either or both have
a medical condition

Missings removed
P1 and P2 combined
Variable coded to
represent neither
parent in poor
health or one or
more parents in
poor health

Missings removed
Past and present
combined
P1 and P2 combined
Variable coded
smoker? Yes/no

Missings removed
Variable coded: no
(2,500g or more);
yes (less than
2,500g)

P1=parent 1 and P2=parent 2.

161

australian social policy no. 8

Table B3:	Variables used in investigation of summary socioeconomic position
measure—other known indicators (LSAC)
Original variables
B Cohort

162

K Cohort

Modifications

Experience
of economic
hardship

Q: Over the last 12 months,
due to shortage of money,
have any of the following
happened?
• You have not been able
to pay gas, electricity or
telephone bills on time?
• Adults or children have 		
gone without meals?
• You have been unable to 		
heat or cool your home?
• You have pawned or sold 		
something?
• You have sought assistance
from a welfare or
community organisation?
• You had financial limits on
the type of food you could
buy?

Q: Over the last 12 months,
Missings removed
due to shortage of money,
Variable was coded
have any of the following
into none/some/
happened?
significant
• You have not been able
• For logistic
to pay gas, electricity or
regression
telephone bills on time?
analyses this
variable was
• Adults or children have
dummy coded
gone without meals?
to represent the
• You have been unable to
experience of
heat or cool your home?
none versus
• You have pawned or sold
some or
something?
significant
• You have sought
hardship
assistance from a welfare
or community
organisation?
• You had financial limits on
the type of food you could
buy?

Experience of
hardship on key
indicators

Q: Over the last 12 months,
due to shortage of money,
have any of the following
happened?
• Adults or children have 		
gone without meals?
• You have been unable to 		
heat or cool your home?
• You have pawned or sold 		
something?
• You have sought assistance
from a welfare or 		
community organisation?

Q: Over the last 12 months,
due to shortage of money,
have any of the following
happened?
• Adults or children have 		
gone without meals?
• You have been unable to 		
heat or cool your home?
• You have pawned or sold 		
something?
• You have sought
assistance from a
welfare or community 		
organisation?

Receipt of
income support

Q: Which benefits, allowances
or payments do you receive?

Q: Which benefits,
allowances or payments do
you receive?

Missings removed
Variable coded
into none/some/
significant

Missings removed
Payments combined
Dichotomous
variable formed
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Table B3:	Variables used in investigation of summary socioeconomic position
measure—other known indicators (LSAC) (continued)
Original variables
Jobless parents

SEIFA
disadvantage/
advantage

Note:

Modifications

B Cohort

K Cohort

Q: P1 employed by Labour
Force Survey definition

Q: P1 employed by Labour
Force Survey definition

Missings removed

Q: P2 employed by Labour
Force Survey definition

Q: P2 employed by Labour
Force Survey definition

Variable coded
to represent at
least one parent
employed or no
parents employed/
unknown

Q: SEIFA Advantage/
disadvantage—linked ABS

Q: SEIFA Advantage/
disadvantage—linked ABS

Variable was
re-coded to reflect
living in either a
low or high SEIFA
area reflecting
disadvantage or
advantage using
ABS national cut-off

P1 and P2 combined

P1=parent 1 and P2=parent 2.

List of shortened forms
AIFS

Australian Institute of Family Studies

ANU

Australian National University

ASCO

Australian Standard Classification of Occupations

FaHCSIA

Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs

HILDA

Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia

LSAC

Longitudinal Study of Australian Children

NLSCY

National Longitudinal Study of Children and Youth (Canadian)

NZSEI

New Zealand Socioeconomic Index

SEI

Socioeconomic Index (Duncan 1961)

SEIFA

Socioeconomic Indexes for Areas

SEP

socioeconomic position

SES

socioeconomic status
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Endnotes
1

The Australian Bureau of Statistics and the LSAC Consortium Advisory Group were consulted
in construction of this measure and the allocation of years of schooling to the possible
combinations of years of schooling completed and highest qualification obtained.

2 The Australian Bureau of Statistics publishes the Australian Standard Classification of
Occupations (ASCO) codes.
3 Quartile ranges were also investigated, but it was decided that the low, medium and high
categorisation of socioeconomic position was more easily interpreted and readily applied to the
HILDA and LSAC datasets.
4 For descriptive purposes, median scores on component indicators were converted back to
their original metric. For example, the median years of schooling value was converted back
to provide an indication of primary care givers’ educational attainment. Similarly, median
occupational status scores for each primary care giver were converted back to the relevant
ASCO category and the inverse of the log income value for families was taken and rounded to
the nearest $100 value to provide an indication of annual income.
5 This particular group was selected in light of other ongoing research examining the relationship
between work and family characteristics and the wellbeing of parents and children from
families at different life-cycle stages.
6 Quartile ranges were also investigated, but it was decided that the low, medium and high
categorisation of socioeconomic position was more easily interpreted and readily applied to the
HILDA and LSAC datasets.

References
Agresti, A 2002, Categorical data analysis, 2nd edn, Wiley-Interscience, New York.
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 1997, Australian Standard Classification of Occupations, 2nd
edn, ABS Information Paper, cat. no. 1220.0, ABS, Canberra.
Berkman, LF & Macintyre, S 1997, ‘The measurement of social class in health studies: old measures
and new formulations’, Social Inequalities and Cancer, vol. 138, pp. 51–64.
Bor, W, Najman, JM, Andersen, MJ, O’Callaghan, M, Williams, GM & Behrens, BC 1997, ‘The
relationship between low family income and psychological disturbance in young children: an
Australian longitudinal study’, Australian and New Zealand Journal of Psychiatry, vol. 31,
pp. 664–75.
Bray, JR 2001, Hardship in Australia: an analysis of financial stress indicators in the 1998–99
Australian Bureau of Statistics Household Expenditure Survey, Occasional Paper no. 4, Department
of Family and Community Services, Canberra.
Chao, RK & Willms, JD 2002, ‘The effects of parenting practices on children’s outcomes’, in
JD Willms (ed.) Vulnerable children, University of Alberta Press, Edmonton, Canada, pp. 149–66.
164

Measuring family socioeconomic position

Conley, D & Glauber, R 2005, Sibling similarity and difference in socioeconomic status: life course
and family resource effects, National Bureau of Economic Research Working Paper Series,
no. 11320.
Considine, G & Zappala, G 2002, ‘The influence of school and economic disadvantage in the
academic performance of school students in Australia’, Journal of Sociology, vol. 34, no. 2,
pp. 129–48.
Currie, J & Stabile, M 2002, Socioeconomic status and health: why is the relationship stronger for
older children?, National Bureau of Economic Research Working Paper Series, no. W9098.
Davis, P, McLeod, K, Ransom, M, Ongley, P, Pearce, N & Howden-Chapman, P 1999, ‘The New
Zealand socioeconomic index: developing and validating an occupationally-derived indicator of
socioeconomic status’, Australian and New Zealand Journal of Public Health, vol. 23, no. 1,
pp. 27–32.
Duffy, A 2000, ‘Toward effective early intervention and prevention strategies for major affective
disorders: a review of antecedents and risk factor’, Canadian Journal of Psychiatry, vol. 45, no. 4,
pp. 340–48.
Duncan, OD 1961, ‘A socioeconomic index for all occupations’, in AJ Reiss (ed.), Occupation and
Social Status, Free Press, New York, pp. 109–38.
Elliott, DS 1993, ‘Health-enhancing and health-compromising lifestyles’, in SG Millstein,
AC Petersen & EO Nightingale (eds), Promoting the health of adolescents, Oxford University Press,
New York, pp. 119–45.
Elly, WB & Irving, JC 1972, ‘A socioeconomic index for New Zealand based on levels of education
and income from the 1966 Census’, New Zealand Journal of Educational Studies, vol. 7, pp. 153–67.
Elo, IT & Preston, SH 1996, ‘Educational differentials in mortality: United States 1979–85’, Social
Science and Medicine, vol. 42, no. 1, pp. 47–57.
England, P 2001, ‘The wage penalty for motherhood’, American Sociological Review, vol. 66,
pp. 204–25.
Ganzeboom, HBG, De Graaf, PM, Treiman, DJ & De Leeuw, J 1992, ‘A standard international
socioeconomic index of occupational status’, Social Science Research, vol. 21, no. 1, pp. 1–56.
Hauser, RM & Warren, JR 1997, ‘Socioeconomic indexes for occupations: a review, update, and
critique’, Sociological Methodology, vol. 27, issue 1, pp. 177–298.
Hertzman, C & Weins, M 1996, ‘Child development and long-term outcomes: a population health
perspective and summary of successful interventions’, Social Science Medicine, vol. 43, no. 7,
pp. 1083–95.
Hertzman, C 1994, ‘The lifelong impact of childhood experience: a population health perspective’,
Dædalus, vol. 123, no. 4, pp. 167–80.
Hoff, E, Laursen, B & Tardif, T 2002, ‘Socioeconomic status and parenting’, in MH Borstien (ed.),
Handbook of Parenting, Lawrence Erlbaum Associated, Mahweh, NJ, pp.161–87.

165

australian social policy no. 8

Hollingshead, AB & Redlich, FC 1958, Social class and mental illness: a community study, John
Wiley, New York.
Jencks, C & Mayer, SE 1990, ‘The social consequences of growing up in a poor neighborhood’, in
LE Lynn Jr & MGH McGeary (eds), Inner-city poverty in the United States, National Academy Press,
Washington, pp. 111–86.
Jenkins, JM, Rasbash, J & O’Connor, TG 2003, ‘The role of the shared family context in differential
parenting’, Developmental Psychology, vol. 39, no. 1, pp. 99–113.
Jessor, R 1992, ‘Risk behavior in adolescence: a psychosocial framework for understanding and
action’, Developmental Review, vol. 12, pp. 374–90.
Jones, FL & McMillan, J 2001, ‘Scoring occupational categories for social research: a review of
current practice, with Australian examples’, Work, Employment & Society, vol. 15, no. 3,
pp. 539–63.
Keeves, JP & Saha, LJ 1997, ‘Measurement of social background’, in LJ Saha (ed.), International
encyclopedia of the sociology of education, Pergamon, Oxford, pp. 218–24.
Krieger, N, Williams, DR & Moss, N 1997, ‘Measuring social class in US public health research:
concepts, methodologies and guidelines’, Annual Review of Public Health, vol. 18, pp. 341–78.
Louis, VV & Zhao, S 2002, ‘Effects of family structure, family SES, and adulthood experiences on
life satisfaction’, Journal of Family Issues, vol. 23, no. 8, pp. 986–1005.
Lynch, J & Kaplan, GA 2000, ‘Socioeconomic position’, in LF Berkman & I Kawachi (eds), Social
Epidemiology, Oxford University Press, New York.
Lynch, JW, Kaplan, GA & Shema, SJ 1997, ‘Cumulative impact of sustained economic hardship on
physical, cognitive, psychological and social functioning’, New England Journal of Medicine,
vol. 337, no. 26, pp. 1889–95.
Marmot, MG, Smith, GD, Stansfeld, S, Patel, C, North, F, Head, J, White, I, Brunner, E & Feeney, A
1991, ‘Health inequalities among British civil servants: The Whitehall Study’, Lancet, vol. 337,
no. 8754, pp. 1387–93.
Mayer, SE 1997, What money can’t buy: family income and children’s life chances, Harvard
University Press, Cambridge MA.
Mayer, SE, Duncan, E & Kalil, A 2004, Like mother like daughter? SES and intergenerational
correlation of traits, behaviours and attitudes, Harris Working School Series no. 40.15.
Miller, F, Jenkins, J & Keating, D 2002, ‘Parenting and children’s behaviour problems’, in D Willms
(ed.), Vulnerable children, University of Alberta Press, Edmonton, Canada, pp. 167–83.
Mueller, CW & Parcel, TL 1981, ‘Measures of socioeconomic status: alternatives and
recommendations’, Child Development, vol. 52, no. 1, pp. 13–30.
Nyland, B 2001, ‘Language, literacy and participation rights: factors influencing educational
outcomes for Australian boys’, paper presented for the Australian Association for Research in
Education conference in Fremantle, 2–6 December.

166

Measuring family socioeconomic position

Offer, A 2006, The challenge of affluence, Oxford University Press, Oxford.
Power, C, Stansfeld, SA, Matthews, S, Manor, O & Hope, S 2002, ‘Childhood and adulthood risk
factors for socioeconomic differentials and psychological distress: evidence from the 1958 British
birth cohort’, Social Science & Medicine, vol. 55, no. 11, pp. 1989–2004.
Raphael, D 1996, ‘Determinants of health of North American adolescents: evolving definitions,
recent findings, and proposed research agenda’, Journal of Adolescent Health, vol. 19, no. 1,
pp. 6–16.
Raudenbush, S & Kasim, R 1998, ‘Cognitive skill and economic inequality: findings from the
national adult literacy survey’, Harvard Educational Review, vol. 68, no. 1, pp. 33–79.
Ross, CE & Wu, C 1995, ‘The links between education and health’, American Sociological Review,
vol. 60, no. 5, pp. 719–45.
Rothman, S 2003, ‘The changing influence of socioeconomic status on student achievement: recent
evidence from Australia’, paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Educational
Research Association, Chicago, 21–25 April.
Sacker, A, Bartley, MJ, Frith, D, Fitzpatrick, RM & Marmot, MG 2001, ‘The relationship between
job strain and coronary heart disease: evidence from an English sample of the working male
population’, Psychological Medicine, vol. 31, no. 2, pp. 279–90.
Sanson, AJ, Nicholson, J, Ungerer, Zubrick, S, Wilson, K, Ainley, J, Berthelsen, D, Bittman, M,
Broom, D, Harrison, L, Rodgers, B, Sawyer, M, Silburn, S, Strazdins, L, Vimpani, G & Wake, M 2002,
Introducing the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children, LSAC Discussion Paper no. 1, Australian
Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne, pp. 1–60.
Singh-Manoux, AS, Clarke, P & Marmot, M 2002, ‘Multiple measures of socioeconomic position and
psychosocial health: proximal and distal measures’, International Journal of Epidemiology, vol. 31,
no. 6, pp. 1192–99.
Sloat, E & Willms, JD 2002, ‘A gradient approach to the study of childhood vulnerability’, in
JD Willms (ed.), Vulnerable children, University of Alberta, Edmonton, Canada, pp. 23–44.
Statistics Canada 2000, National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth Cycle 2, User Guide,
Ottawa, Canada.
Steinberg, L 2001, ‘We know some things: parent adolescent relationships in retrospect and
prospect’, Journal of Research on Adolescence, vol. 11, no. 1, pp. 1–19.
Steinberg, L & Morris, AS 2001, ‘Adolescent development’, Annual Review of Psychology, vol. 52,
no. 1, pp. 83–110.
Western, J, McMillan, J & Durrington, D 1998, Different access to higher education: the
measurement of socioeconomic status, rurality and isolation, University of Queensland, Brisbane.
Willms, JD 2002, ‘Socioeconomic gradients for childhood vulnerability’, in JD Willms (ed.),
Vulnerable children, University of Alberta, Edmonton, Canada, pp. 71–102.

167

australian social policy no. 8

Willms, JD 2003, Ten hypotheses about socioeconomic gradients and community differences in
children’s developmental outcomes, a final report, Applied Research Branch of Strategic Policy,
Human Resources Development Canada, Quebec.
Willms, JD & Shields, M 1996, A measure of socioeconomic status for the National Longitudinal
Study of Children, Atlantic Center for Policy Research in Education, Statistics Canada, New
Brunswick.
Willms, JD, Tremblay, MS & Katzmarzyk, PT 2003, ‘Geographic and demographic variation in the
prevalence of overweight Canadian children’, Obesity Research, vol. 11, no. 5, pp. 668–73.
Wooden, M & Watson, N 2000, The Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA)
survey: an introduction to the proposed survey design and plan, HILDA Discussion Paper Series
1/00, rev. 2001, University of Melbourne, Melbourne.
Yang, Y & Gustafsson, J 2004, ‘Measuring socioeconomic status at individual and collective levels’,
Educational Research and Evaluation, vol. 10, no. 3, pp. 259–88.

168

Personality traits in HILDA1
Ibolya Losoncz
Research and Analysis Branch, Department of Families, Housing,
Community Services and Indigenous Affairs

1 Introduction
Personality traits are relatively stable, cross-situational tendencies that refer to the abstract
underlying characteristics of individuals. The current most popular approach for studying and
organising personality traits is the five-factor or the Big-Five model, which suggests that most
individual differences in human personality can be classified into the following five broad domains:
Emotional stability (often referred to by its inverse, Neuroticism), Extraversion, Openness to
experience, Agreeableness and Conscientiousness.
In Wave 5 of the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey respondents
were questioned on their personality character traits using a 36-item inventory. This paper will item
analyse responses to evaluate how well they capture the five-factor personality trait constructs
and to assess the reliabilities of each of the scales compared with existing longer inventories
measuring the same constructs. In addition, this paper will examine how the HILDA personality
scales correlate with other measures known to be associated with personality.

Conceptual map of the Big Five
Personality has been conceptualised from a range of theoretical perspectives. Initial investigation
was guided by the lexical approach—the analysis of the natural-language terms people use to
describe themselves (Cattell, Eber & Tatsuoka, cited in John & Srivastava 1999; Goldberg 1992;
Norman, cited in John & Srivastava 1999). While researchers following the lexical tradition were
accumulating evidence for the five-factor structure, analysis of personality questionnaire scales
had shown only two dimensions to appear consistently. This changed in the early 1990s with
the work of Costa and McCrae recovering the same five factor structure in various personality
questionnaires (McCrae & Costa 1990). This strong convergence of factor-analytic results from the
lexical tradition with those from the questionnaire tradition led to a consensus on what became
known as the Big Five (Goldberg 1981) personality dimensions.
The Big-Five taxonomy is often criticised for not providing a comprehensive theory of personality;
however, this was not its intended function. It was developed to account for the structural relations
between personality traits to provide an account of personality that is primarily descriptive. In fact,
the title ‘Big Five’ was chosen not to reflect the intrinsic greatness of the five factors but rather to
emphasise that each factor is extremely broad and encompasses a large number of distinct and
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more specific personality characteristics (Goldberg 1981). This broadness also led to the other
major criticism of the Big Five—the lack of stringent definition of the five factors and their factor
content.2 For more information on the content of the Big Five see Box 1.

Box 1: 	Content of the Big-Five factors
While there is a general consensus on the number of broad factors of personality, there is
some disagreement about their precise meaning and content. Below is a brief description of
the traits that most commonly define each factor.
Extraversion
It is widely agreed that the first dimension of the Big Five is Eysenck’s
Extraversion/Intraversion. Extraversion refers to the degree of sociability or withdrawal
a person tends to exhibit. Traits frequently associated with this dimension include being
sociable, gregarious, assertive, talkative and active.
Emotional stability
Also frequently referred to by its converse—Neuroticism. Similarly to Extraversion, there is a
general agreement regarding the content of this factor. Traits commonly associated with this
dimension include being anxious, depressed, angry, vulnerable, impulsive, emotional, worried
and insecure.
Openness to experience
Openness refers to the breadth of experience to which a person is amenable and it has been
probably the most difficult factor to identify. It has been interpreted frequently as Intellect or
Culture. Traits commonly associated with this dimension include being imaginative, complex,
creative, cultured, curious, original, broad-minded, intelligent and artistically sensitive.
Agreeableness
Agreeableness, also referred to as Likeability, Friendliness or Social Conformity, contrasts a
prosocial orientation towards others with antagonism. Traits frequently associated with this
dimension include being courteous, flexible, trusting, straightforward, altruistic,
good-natured, cooperative, tolerant and tender-minded.
Conscientiousness
Also referred to as Conformity, Dependability and, because of its relationship with a variety
of educational achievement measures, Will to achieve. There is some disagreement regarding
the traits associated with this dimension. While some researchers suggested that it reflects
dependability, such as being careful, thorough, responsible, organised and planful, others
argued that it also incorporates volitional variables, such as hardworking,
achievement-oriented and persevering.
Source:
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Predictive utility
While the Big-Five factors are interpreted as dimensions of trait descriptions, rather than a
particular theoretical perspective, subsequent research found consistent support for the predictive
utility of the Big Five. Among the adult population, personality traits were found to relate to
important outcomes in:
w

training and education

w

employment and the workplace

w

mental and physical health

w

other life outcome variables such as marriage, leadership, donating to charity and social capital.

Personality traits also showed a systematic variation with sex and age.

Sex
Studies exploring gender differences found that women report a higher score on all five measures,
except on Emotional stability. These differences between men and women tend to reduce on all
five scales with the increase of age. The decline of difference with the increase of age is particularly
notable on the Emotional stability scale (Srivastava et al. 2003). This corresponds with earlier
studies, which found higher levels of Neuroticism among girls than boys in adolescent populations
(Margalit & Eysenck 1990). However, studies focusing on the middle-aged women found an
increased emotional coping skill with age (Helson & Kwan 2000).

Development of personality in adulthood
Since the 1980s, a number of longitudinal and cross-sectional personality studies have provided
evidence for the current consensus—that while personality traits show high levels of continuity
over the life course of individuals, at the same time they show important and systematic changes
connected to particular life experiences and ageing.
A consistent finding among studies is a decreasing pattern of Extraversion with an increase of age
during young adulthood. However, patterns after the age of 30 are not clear or consistent. The
partitioning of Extraversion into two components—social dominance3 and social vitality4—has led
to a clearer pattern of development and found an increase in social dominance through midlife and
a decline in social vitality into old age (Costa et al. 2000; Roberts et al. 2003).
Emotional stability tends to increase moderately or remain stable across the life course. For
example, McCrae et al. (1999) reported a negative, although very small, correlation between
Neuroticism and age across six cultures, while Goldberg et al. (1998) found a small positive
relationship between age and emotional stability. Findings from longitudinal studies have been
generally consistent with these cross-sectional studies. They found either a decreasing (Costa et
al. 2000; Robins et al. 2001) or relatively stable (Costa & McCrae 1988; Roberts & Chapman 2000)
level of Neuroticism during adulthood.
Studies examining changes in Openness to experience show an increase in young adulthood,
followed by either no relationship or a decrease during middle to old age. For example, Robins
et al. (2001) found an increase of Openness to experience in a four year longitudinal study of US
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college students. However, beyond college years findings are inconsistent (Costa & McCrae 1986;
McCrae et al. 1999; Stevens & Truss 1985).
While several studies have found little or no change in Agreeableness across the life course (Costa
et al. 2000; Stevens & Truss 1985), there are also examples of studies reporting an increased level
of Agreeableness across adulthood. For example, a study by Costa and McCrae (1986) reported a
higher level of Agreeableness among adults 35 to 85 years than among US college students.
The increase in Conscientiousness, especially in young adulthood, is probably the most robust
pattern in personality development. In a cross-sectional study, McCrae et al. (1999) found an
increase of all facets of Conscientiousness with an increase in age. A longitudinal study from
adolescence to adulthood by Stein, Newcomb and Bentler (1986) found corresponding results.
In summary, it appears that people are more socially dominant during young adulthood, and
more Conscientious and Agreeable during their middle years and into old age. Emotional stability
appears to increase across the life course, while Openness to experience tends to remain stable
after a small increase during young adulthood.

Employment and income
In the workplace, Conscientiousness was found to be a general predictor of work performance,
while Agreeableness and Emotional stability were linked to improved job performance in a team
environment. Openness to experience and Extraversion also predicted training proficiency across
a variety of occupations. In addition, Extraversion, Conscientiousness, and Emotional stability
have shown a positive correlation with income (Barrick & Mount 1991). These findings were also
supported by the German Panel pre-test personality study in 2004 (Wooden 2004).

Lifestyle risk activities and health
Studies to date suggest that adults with high Conscientiousness have better health outcomes
and longevity, whereas adults low on Agreeableness and Emotional stability have poorer health
outcomes and are more likely to engage in lifestyle risk activities, such as smoking and alcohol
intake (Adams et al. 1998; Friedman, Hawley & Tucker 1994).
A recent study by van Loon et al. (2001) found that after controlling for other predictors, female
(but not male) smokers had significantly higher scores for Extraversion. Respondents who never
smoked reported the lowest score on Neuroticism, followed by ex-smokers, while current smokers
reported the highest score for Neuroticism. Also, increased levels of self-reported hostility
(comparable to the reverse of Agreeableness) were found to be a significant predictor for being a
smoker or ex-smoker. While the study found no statistically significant differences in personality
scores between moderate and heavy drinkers, it found that male non-drinkers reported a
significantly lower score for Extraversion than moderate and heavy drinkers. This finding by
van Loon and her colleagues was largely comparable with earlier findings by Cook et al. (1998).
In terms of physical and mental health, forward selection regression analysis by Holden et al.
(2006) predicting health measures found a positive correlation of Energetic coping (computed of
items measuring Emotional stability and Extraversion) with Mental health, Vitality, Social function,
Role emotional, and General health.
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Life satisfaction and relationships
The positive relationship of Extraversion and Emotional stability with subjective wellbeing is well
established by research (for example, Costa & McCrae 1980). Emotional stability has also shown
a positive correlation with the propensity to marry and a negative correlation with propensity to
divorce (Cramer 1993).
Extraversion and Emotional stability were both found to strongly and positively correlate with life
satisfaction and positive life events, including subjective and objective life events. In a relatively
large sample Australian longitudinal study, Headey and Wearing (1989) found Extraversion to be
strongly related to measures of life satisfaction and positive affect but less related to negative
affect. Neuroticism, on the other hand, was more strongly related to measures of life satisfaction
and negative affect than measures of positive affect. Also, Openness to experience has shown a
moderate, but statistically significant, correlation with subjective wellbeing.

Mini-markers
To reduce testing time, several shortened versions of the Big-Five scale called mini markers were
developed (see Box 2). Mini-markers are a compromise between reliability and testing time. Also,
as mini markers include items relatively close to the prototypical cores of the five factors, they
tend to leave out variables with low factor purity. A benefit of this is a more homogenous scale.
The cost, however, is the sacrifice of the breadth of the factor. Tighter scales may lead to lower
overall reliability as they produce ‘too much’ homogeneity, leading to attenuation paradox—a
possible decrease in validity as item intercorrelations increase, but not all facets of each domain
are represented.
In addition to the scales listed in Box 2 there are other measures which set out to assess the
Big-Five factors. While most of these were developed for a specific research application, the
plethora of instruments available to measure the Big Five indicates the lack of a definitive
instrument(s).
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Box 2: Mini-markers
Some of the well established, but shorter, instruments developed for various research
applications are:
The Big-Five Inventory (BFI) by Benet-Martınez and John (1998)
Consisting of 44 short phrases based on trait adjectives found to be prototypical markers of
the Big-Five. Estimated to take around five minutes to complete. Although the BFI includes
only eight to 10 items per scale, it has high content coverage and psychometric properties. It
has also shown a high convergent validity with other self-report Big-Five scales and with peer
ratings (John & Srivastava 1999).
NEO Five-Factor Inventory (NEO-FFI) by Costa and McCrae (1992)
Consisting of 60 self-report items, it is a shortened version of the NEO Personality Inventory
(NEO-PI), containing the best items of that longer inventory as indicated by factor analysis.
Estimated to take around 15 minutes to complete. Research using the NEO-FFI has
demonstrated strong psychometric properties (John & Srivastava 1999).
Trait Descriptive Adjectives–100 (TDA-100) by Goldberg (1992)
Consisting of 100 adjectives, it requires about 15 minutes of respondents’ time. Based on
Norman’s semantic categories list, Goldberg (1990) constructed an inventory of trait adjectives
for respondents to rate their own personality. He then factor analysed the collected data.
Goldberg distilled his findings into several published lists of adjective lists. The list most
commonly used is the set of 100 unipolar trait descriptive adjectives.
Trait Descriptive Adjectives–40 (TDA-40) by Saucier (1994)
Using Goldberg’s 100-item set and guided by psychometric criteria, Saucier (1994) selected
those items that showed high factor purity. In addition, Saucier was aiming to:
w

increase user-friendliness by reducing the number of terms beginning with a prefix un-

w

decrease the number of root-negation pairs (for example, kind–unkind)

w

increase the already high correlation of the scales with scales from the full set of
100 markers.

Ten-Item Personality Inventory (TIPI) by Gosling, Rentfrow and Swann (2003)
The TIPI contains two items for each Big-Five factor and it takes only a couple of minutes
to complete. The scale was constructed to emphasise content validity considerations, and
internal consistency estimates are therefore inappropriate. The scales in TIPI show high
convergent validity with other widely used Big Five scales as well as a very good test–retest
reliability.
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2 Development of the HILDA personality
trait scales
Results from Wave 5 dress rehearsal
The HILDA Wave 5 dress rehearsal included two alternative instruments, the Ten-Item Personality
Inventory (TIPI) and the Trait Descriptive Adjectives-40 (TDA-40).5 Principal component analysis
extracted only two components from the TIPI, instead of the expected five. Results from the TDA-40
extracted eight components, and explained 56 per cent of variations in the 40 items. Components
one to five, containing 33 items, meshed quite well with the five-factor concept. However, the
remaining seven items formed an additional three components. There were also a number of
items that appeared to load better on a different component than the one they set out to measure
(University of Melbourne 2005).
On the whole, results were in favour of TDA-40, although the exclusion of poorly performing items
was recommended and a new 30-item instrument was proposed. This recommendation was later
reviewed, resulting in a 36-item instrument.

3 Data, measures and methods
Data
The data used in this research came from Wave 5 of HILDA, a longitudinal household survey
focusing on the interactions between the labour market, families and social welfare. For more
information see Watson and Wooden (2002). The survey is a large, nationally representative
sample of households, with interviews and self-complete questionnaires sought from all
household members over the age of 15 years.
Wave 5 interviews were conducted between August 2005 and March 2006. Of the 17,469 persons
eligible for interview, 12,759 were successfully interviewed. Not all of the successfully interviewed
respondents completed and returned the self-complete questionnaires where the personality trait
items were listed. Consequently, only 10,512 respondents (or 82.4 per cent of those successfully
interviewed) provided valid answers to all personality traits measures. However, the response rate
for the personality traits items was relatively stable across sex, age, marital status, country of birth,
level of education and occupation. Thus, the sample of respondents who provided valid answers to
the personality items bears a close resemblance to the wider sample of respondents.

Measures
The measures of personality traits were listed under the Lifestyle and Living Situation module of
the questionnaire. Thirty of the adjectives were lifted from the TDA-40 (Saucier 1994), while the
remaining six were from other sources (see Table 1). Respondents were asked to rate on a
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seven-point scale how well each of the adjectives describes them, from 1, ‘does not describe me at
all’, to 7, ‘describes me very well’.
Other measures included in this paper were:
w

age

w

marital status

w

country of birth

w

educational attainment

w

labour force status

w

occupation

w

remoteness

w

income

w

life satisfaction

w

satisfaction with family relationships

w

smoking

w

alcohol intake

w

physical and mental health.

Life satisfaction was measured on a scale of 0 ‘totally dissatisfied’ to 10 ‘totally satisfied’ scale.
Satisfaction with family relationships was calculated for each respondent as the average score
across all relationship types which applied to the respondent.6 Correspondingly, a person would
receive a high score for this measure regardless of how many relationship types they have, as long
as they felt satisfied with those relationships.
Smoking was captured with three self-reported categories: never smoked, ex-smoker, and current
smoker. To measure alcohol intake, four categories were developed to capture both frequency
and quantity of alcohol intake reported by the respondent (that is, Never drunk, No longer drink,
Current drinker—low frequency and quantity,7 and Current drinker—high frequency or quantity).8
The seven occupational categories used in the paper were developed using the International
Standard Classification of Occupations (Elias & Birch 1994). Self-reported physical and mental
health was measured using the SF-36 instrument. For more information on SF-36, see Ware (2000).

Methods
Construct validity and scale construction
The lack of agreed theoretical definitions of the five-factor personality construct (Eysenck 1997;
John & Srivastava 1999; McAdams 1992) restricted the range of methods available to critically
evaluate the construct validity of the HILDA personality traits scales. To identify the number of
underlying dimensions of personality as assessed by the HILDA inventory, Exploratory Factor
Analysis (EFA) was used. EFA is a widely-used technique to develop scales. It assumes that latent
concepts/factors (such as Extraversion) underlie observed variables (such as Talkative). Unlike
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Principal Component Analysis, another commonly used technique to identify composite variables,
EFA, attempts to explain the common variance among the observed variables by excluding unique
variance, which is partly influenced by measurement error (Floyd & Widaman 1995; Gorsush 1997).
A maximum likelihood method with oblimin rotation was selected. A maximum likelihood method
obtains a set of factors (through successive factoring), each of which in turn explains as much
variance as possible in the population correlation matrix, as estimated from the sample correlation
matrix (Kline 1993). Oblimin rotation is an oblique axis-rotation technique with no orthogonal
assumptions made to the correlation(s) between factors (Gorsuch 1997). This rotation was selected
to account for the known overlap between the five factors.

Internal consistency
Internal consistency was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha, Item-total correlation, Squared Multiple
R and Alpha if deleted.

Scale computation
Summated scales, as opposed to factor scores based on item loadings, were used to compute
scales, as factor scores are more likely to underestimate the contribution of highly specific
variables measuring some unique facets of a scale.9

External and predictive validity
An important objective of this paper is to examine the scales as predictors of socially significant
behaviours and quality of life. Usually analysis assessing patterns of external correlates is applied
to evaluate the construct validity of an instrument in terms of a nomological network. However, in
this paper the analysis will be used only to evaluate whether the pattern of external correlates of
the personality trait scales in HILDA matched the patterns of external correlates demonstrated by
other established personality scales. From these results it can be judged with some confidence
if the measures in HILDA assess the same constructs as those assessed by more established
measures.

4 Results
Normality and discriminating properties of all items
The assumptions of univariate normality were evaluated through histograms and summary
descriptive statistics. Of the 36 observed personality trait measures, 15 were moderately skewed.10
An additional four items (Sloppy, Jealous, Cold and Careless) had highly skewed distribution.11
Having some highly skewed items in personality inventories is expected. Also, all four items
performed well in subsequent factor analysis and scale construction procedures, and therefore
no transformations to normalise the distribution were necessary. A Kaiser measure of sampling
adequacy of 0.891 indicated that the group of items was appropriate for EFA.
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Construct validity and scale construction
Initial exploratory factor analysis on the 36 personality trait items, with no restriction on the
number of factors and with eigenvalue set to 1, produced seven factors. Five of the seven factors
supported the Big-Five personality traits and accounted for 84.5 per cent of the total variance
indicating that further investigation of a five-factor structure was appropriate (detailed results for
the extraction of factors and factor matrix available from the author on request).
Items selected from the TDA-40 inventory were more likely to load sufficiently on the intended trait
factors than items selected from other sources (see Table 1). Items from the TDA-40 that did not
load the highest on their intended factor include Creative, Imaginative and Harsh. Items from the
TDA-40 which loaded onto more than one factor were Withdrawn, Cold and Systematic. Of the
six items selected from other sources only one item, Orderly, loaded sufficiently on its intended
factor.
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Summary of items in HILDA Wave 5
Personality trait items in HILDA and in the TDA-40

Enthusiastic
Lively

Items in HILDA
Calm		
from other sources			

Complex
Creative
Deep
Imaginative
Intellectual
Philosophical

Uncreative
Unintellectual

Source:

—

HILDA Wave 5; TDA-40 by Saucier (1994).

Lively

Factor 1	Factor 2	Factor 3	Factor 4	Factor 5	Factor 6	Factor 7
Envious
Creative
Bashful
Careless
Cooperative
Complex
Calm
Fretful
Imaginative
Extroverted
Disorganised
Kind
Deep
Traditional
Harsh
Enthusiastic
Quiet
Efficient
Sympathetic
Intellectual		
Jealous		
Shy
Inefficient
Warm
Philosophical		
Moody		
Talkative
Orderly				
Selfish			
Sloppy				
Temperamental							
Touchy							

Cold				
Cold
Withdrawn		
Withdrawn
				
Systematic 		
Systematic
		
Lively
Lively				

Cross-loading items

Items loading
on to the factors

Cold
Cooperative
Harsh
Kind
Sympathetic
Warm

Unsympathetic
Rude

Orderly
Selfish		
Traditional			

Careless
Disorganised
Efficient
Inefficient
Sloppy
Systematic

Organised
Practical

	Results from factor analysis

Bashful
Extroverted
Quiet
Shy
Talkative
Withdrawn

Envious		
Fretful		
Jealous		
Moody		
Temperamental		
Touchy		

Items in HILDA
from TDA-40

Bold
Energetic

Relaxed		
Unenvious		

TDA-40 items
excluded from HILDA

	Emotional					Openness to
—
Extraversion	Conscientiousness Agreeableness
stability
experience

Table 1:
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Five component factor analysis
To investigate how well the items would support the five-factor structure, a maximum likelihood
factor analysis, with five components rotated to an oblimin criterion, was undertaken. Items that
did not reach the cut-off factor loading of 0.45, or did not load on the expected factor more than
1.25 times higher than any other factor, were omitted from the scales.12
The rotated five-component solution (see Table 2) sufficiently supported the Big-Five structure.
Twenty-eight of the 36 items loaded on their corresponding components and satisfied the specified
criteria. Again, items selected from the TDA-40 inventory were more likely to load sufficiently on
the intended five trait factors than items selected from other sources. TDA-40 items that did not
load the highest on their intended factor and were omitted from the scales included: Complex,
Withdrawn, Harsh, Cold and Careless.
Items from other sources that did not load the highest onto their intended factor and were omitted
from the scales included Selfish and Enthusiastic. Calm and Traditional were also omitted from the
scales as they did not load high enough on any factors.
According to the criteria, Complex was also deemed to be omitted. It had a loading of 0.44 to its
target factor, Openness to experience, as well as a loading of 0.47 to Emotional stability. However,
this trait is frequently listed in the literature as a primary dimension of Openness to experience
(Barrick & Mount 1991; Costa & McCrae 1992; John & Srivastava 1999) and therefore it was retained
for that scale.
In the end, the items identified for inclusion for the five scales corresponded exactly with the items
selected by the University of Melbourne to construct the five personality scales included in HILDA
Wave 5.
The above results are also indicative of associations between the scales. In fact, subsequent
bivariate correlation analysis between the five scales found a low to moderate correlation between
Conscientiousness and Emotional stability (r=0.30), Conscientiousness and Agreeableness
(r=0.30), and Agreeableness and Openness to experience (r=0.27). This intercorrelation between
the five personality trait scales is consistent with earlier results, which found that the five factors
are not independent from each other (DeYoung, Peterson & Higgins 2002; Digman 1997; Goldberg
1993).
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Table 2:	Factor matrix from five-factor analysis (oblimin rotation) of HILDA personality traits items
	Emotional	Openness
	ConscienExtraversion
stability
to experience		
tiousness

Items

Emotional stability
Moody
Temperamental
Jealous
Fretful
Envious
Touchy

Agreeableness

0.697				
0.683				
0.614				
0.575				
0.573				
0.598				

Openness to experience					
Imaginative		
0.715			
Creative		
0.613			
Intellectual		
0.561			
Philosophical		
0.511			
Deep
0.311
0.455			
Complex
0.465
0.441			
Extraversion					
Quiet (reversed)			
0.742		
Shy (reversed)
0.316		
0.679		
Talkative			
0.646		
Extroverted			
0.461		
Bashful (reversed) 0.382
0.337
0.477		
Lively		
0.344
0.473		
Conscientiousness					
Orderly				
0.723
Disorganised
0.353			
0.696
(reversed)
Efficient				
0.684
Sloppy
0.416			
0.597
(reversed)
Inefficient
0.386			
0.576
(reversed)
Systematic				
0.515
Agreeableness					
Warm		
0.314			
Kind					
Sympathetic					
Cooperative				
0.313
Not included					
Selfish
0.567				
Harsh
0.583				
Cold
0.512				
Enthusiastic		
0.515
–0.335		
Withdrawn
0.531		
0.494		
Careless
0.440			
–0.442
Calm
–0.273				
Traditional				
0.231
Note:
Source:

0.368

0.380

0.748
0.729
0.665
0.608
–0.348
–0.360
–0.398
0.474
0.322
0.249

Only loadings >0.3 or above 0.8 per cent of the loading on the highest factor reported.
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of Sampling Adequacy=0.891
HILDA Wave 5.
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Internal consistency and normality
Table 3 provides information on the reliability of the five resulting personality trait scales in HILDA.
All five scales show an adequate degree of internal consistency, with alpha scores ranging between
0.74 for Extraversion and 0.81 for Emotional stability. The item-total correlations listed in the table
reveal that all scales are strongly unidimensional. All items, with the exception of Systematic
(r=0.40) and Bashful (r=0.36), had a reliability coefficient above 0.40. Furthermore, descriptive
statistics presented in Table 4 show good variance and discriminating properties as well as a
normal distribution for all five scales.
Table 3:	Reliability testing of the Big-Five personality traits scales
Scales and scale items

Standardised
alpha

Standardised
item-total correlation

Emotional stability
0.805		
Moody		
0.624
Temperamental		
0.599
Jealous		
0.580
Touchy		
0.549
Envious		
0.520
Fretful		
0.501

0.760
0.766
0.770
0.777
0.784
0.788

Extraversion
0.741		
Quiet (reversed)		
0.581
Shy (reversed)		
0.565
Talkative		
0.547
Extroverted		
0.410
Lively		
0.406
Bashful (reversed)		
0.364

0.674
0.679
0.684
0.723
0.724
0.735

Openness to experience
0.738		
Imaginative		
0.532
Intellectual		
0.484
Philosophical		
0.482
Deep		
0.471
Creative		
0.459
Complex		
0.416
Agreeableness
0.785		
Kind		
0.651
Warm		
0.629
Sympathetic		
0.562
Cooperative		
0.526
Conscientiousness
0.791		
Orderly		
0.628
Disorganised (reversed)		
0.605
Efficient		
0.594
Sloppy (reversed)		
0.520
Inefficient (reversed)		
0.516
Systematic		
0.398
Source:
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Standardised alpha
with deleted item

HILDA Wave 5.

0.684
0.698
0.699
0.702
0.706
0.718
0.701
0.713
0.747
0.765
0.738
0.744
0.747
0.765
0.765
0.793
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Table 4:	Descriptive statistics for personality trait scales in HILDA Wave 5
Scales
Emotional stability
Extraversion
Openness to experience
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Source:

Mean

Standard deviation

5.17
4.43
4.22
5.37
5.08

1.09
1.07
1.06
0.95
1.04

Skewness	Kurtosis
–0.42
–0.05
–0.14
–0.67
–0.37

–0.14
–0.23
0.02
0.95
–0.06

HILDA Wave 5.

HILDA Big-Five personality traits scales compared with other instruments
Table 5 summarises the internal reliabilities (alpha scores) for the HILDA personality trait scales,
with a comparison to those reported by other international studies using various instruments to
measure the Big-Five personality traits. The revised NEO Personality Inventory (NEO-PI-R) had the
highest level of internal consistency with a mean alpha score of 0.89. The alpha coefficients of the
Big-Five scales in HILDA were comparable, with some variations between scales, with those for the
TDA-40 (Saucier 1994), but were consistently lower, typically by 0.05 to 0.09, than those for the
TDA-100 (Goldberg 1992). This is not surprising, as moving from a large set of items to a shorter set
usually leads to a decrease in internal reliabilities. On the other hand, alpha scores for the HILDA
personality scales were also consistently lower, particularly for the measure of Extraversion, than
those for the BFI, which contains 44 items only.
Table 5:

Internal consistency (alpha scores) of the HILDA Big-Five personality traits scales
as compared with other instruments

	Emotional		Openness
Extraversion
Instrument
stability
to experience

Agree-	Conscien- Average of
ableness tiousness alpha scores

HILDA Big-Five

0.81

0.74

0.74

0.79

0.79

0.77

TDA-40 (US sample)

0.75

0.83

0.74

0.75

0.81

0.78

TDA-100 (US sample)

0.83

0.90

0.82

0.84

0.88

0.85

BFI-44 (US sample)

0.84

0.88

0.81

0.79

0.82

0.83

NEO-PI-R (240 items) 0.92
(US normative sample)

0.89

0.87

0.86

0.90

0.89

NEO-FFI (60 items)
0.86
(US normative sample)

0.77

0.73

0.68

0.81

0.77

Source:

HILDA Wave 5; Costa and McCrae (1992); Goldberg (1992); Saucier (1994).
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External validity and predictive utility
Sex
Women reported a higher score on all measures, except Openness to experience, which was
significantly lower for women (see Table 6). While all differences were statistically significant
(partly because of the relatively large sample size of HILDA), the difference was most evident
on the Agreeableness scale (see Figure 1), with females reporting a substantially higher level of
Agreeableness across all ages. These results are consistent with earlier findings (Helson & Kwan
2000; McCrae et al. 1999; Srivastava et al. 2003).
The next largest differences appeared on the Extraversion and Conscientiousness scales. The
difference on the Emotional stability scale was in the opposite direction than expected, with
women more likely to score highly. However, while statistically significant, it was relatively small
(just over 7 per cent of one standard deviation). One possible reason for this different outcome is
the age composition of the HILDA sample, which is more representative when compared to existing
research focused largely on university students. While studies focusing on adolescents found
higher levels of neuroticism among girls than boys (Margalit & Eysenck 1990), studies focusing on
the middle aged found an increased emotional coping skill with age (Helson & Kwan 2000).

Development of personality in adulthood
Conscientiousness and Emotional stability both show a general and consistent increase with age
(see Table 7 and Figure 1). While the highest increase in Conscientiousness seems to happen
among respondents under the age of 30 years, the highest increase in Emotional stability appears
to happen over the age of 50 years. The statistically significant positive association between
age and Agreeableness was smaller in size. In terms of Openness to experience, there was a
general decline with age. The decline was steepest among respondents over the age of 55 years.
Extraversion also decreased with age, particularly among respondents under the age 30 (see
Figure 1). With a few minor exceptions, the links between age and personality traits were consistent
with the literature (McCrae et al. 1999; Srivastava et al. 2003).
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Figure 1:

Polynomial trendlines of mean scores on HILDA personality traits by age and sex
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Marital status
Emotional stability was found to be lowest among single respondents and highest among
widowed respondents (Table 6), although to some extent this relationship may be related to age
of respondents. Analysis (not shown here) found that female, but not male, married respondents
reported higher scores on Emotional stability than separated respondents.
Extraversion was found to be the lowest among widowed women. No significant difference was
observed in the male group.13 Openness to experience was lowest among widowed and married
respondents. Among widows, this relationship may partly be age related. Agreeableness was
lowest among single respondents, while Conscientiousness was lowest among single and de facto
respondents. These results are consistent with earlier findings (Cramer 1993).

Country of birth
Openness to experience was highest among respondents born in non–English speaking countries,
and lowest among Australian-born respondents (see Table 6). Conscientiousness was lowest
among Australian-born respondents and highest among respondents born in other
English-speaking countries. Respondents born in other English-speaking countries also reported
the highest level of Emotional stability, followed by respondents born in Australia. Agreeableness
only reached a statistically significant difference between respondents born in Australia and those
born in other English-speaking countries, who reported the highest level. No significant group
differences were found for Extraversion.

Educational attainment
Respondents with a diploma or higher educational attainment reported significantly higher levels
of Openness to experience, Emotional stability, Conscientiousness and Agreeableness than
respondents with Year 12 or below. No significant group differences were found for Extraversion
(see Table 6). These results are consistent with existing findings on the relationship between
Conscientiousness and educational grades and achievements (for example, Hogan & Ones 1997)
and Openness to experience and tertiary education (for example, Jang, Livesley & Vemon 1996).

Labour force status
Respondents not in the labour force reported the lowest level of Openness to experience (this may
be age related) followed by part-time and full-time workers. The highest level on this scale was
reported by unemployed respondents. Unemployed respondents also reported the lowest level of
Emotional stability followed by full-time and part-time workers (see Table 6). These findings are
consistent with existing research, which found Emotional stability to be negatively related with
unemployment (Headey & Wearing 1989; Magnus et al. 1993).
Unemployed respondents reported a lower level of Conscientiousness than respondents from other
groups. Part-time workers and those not in the labour force reported a significantly higher level of
Agreeableness than full time workers. Respondents not in the labour force reported a significantly
lower level of Extraversion compared to other respondents (see Table 6). Analysis not shown
here has also found that self-employed workers reported a significantly higher level of Emotional
stability than employees.
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Table 6:

Mean values of the Big-Five personality traits in HILDA by selected sample characteristics

	Emotional		Openness
Extraversion
stability
to experience

Agree-	Conscienableness
tiousness

Sex
Males
Females
Significant
differences

5.13
5.57
p<0.0001

Marital status
1. Married
2. De facto
3. Separated
4. Divorced
5. Widowed
6. Single
Significant
differences(a)

5.11
5.19
p<0.0001

4.25
4.16
p<0.0001

5.24
4.40
4.11
5.39
4.97
4.45
4.36
5.35
5.12
4.40
4.37
5.55
5.35
4.40
4.42
5.51
5.83
4.30
3.74
5.49
4.85
4.44
4.37
5.21
6< 1,3,4,5
5<1,2,6
5<1,2,3,4,6
6<1,2,3,4,5
2<1,4,5
1<6
1<2,3,4
4>1,2
3<1,4,5				
1<5				
4<5

Country of birth
1. Australia
5.16
2. Overseas—Main
5.34
English-speaking countries
3. Overseas—Other
4.93
Significant
3<1,2
1<2
differences(a)
Education attainment
1. Degree or higher
2. Diploma
3. Certificate
4. Year 12
5. Year 11 or below
Significant
differences(a)

4.30
4.52
p<0.0001

4.97
5.16
p<0.0001

5.20
5.01
5.20
5.15
5.26
4.72
6<1,2,3,4,5
2<1,3,4,5

4.41
4.41

4.17
4.23

5.35
5.41

5.03
5.24

4.42
ns

4.36
1,2<3

5.36
1<2

5.11
1<2,3

5.21
4.44
5.24
4.42
5.12
4.38
5.03
4.41
5.16
4.41
4<1,2,5
ns
3<1,2		
5<2		

4.64
5.44
4.38
5.45
4.14
5.27
4.35
5.37
3.92
5.33
5<1,2,3,4
3,5<1
3<1,2,4
3,5<2
2,4<1		

5.23
5.20
5.07
4.98
4.98
5<1,2,3
4<1,2
3<1,2

Labour force status					
1. Employed full-time
5.07
4.40
4.28
5.29
2. Employed part-time
5.08
4.56
4.23
5.43
3. Unemployed
4.89
4.44
4.43
5.31
4. Not in the labour force 5.31
4.33
4.07
5.39
Significant
3<1,2,4
4<1,2
4<1,2,3
1<2,4
1,2<4
1<2
1,2<3		
differences(a)

5.07
5.03
4.75
5.11
3<1,2,4
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Table 6:

Mean values of the Big-Five personality traits in HILDA by selected sample characteristics
(continued)

	Emotional		Openness
Extraversion
stability
to experience

Agree-	Conscienableness
tiousness

Occupation(b)					
1. Senior officials
5.22
4.57
4.40
5.28
and managers
2. Professionals
5.23
4.45
4.59
5.44
3. Technicians and
5.12
4.51
4.31
5.43
associate professionals
4. Clerks
5.01
4.45
4.15
5.53
5. Service and
4.93
4.55
4.24
5.42
sales workers
6. Trade workers
5.06
4.37
4.10
5.08
7. Elementary occupations 4.98
4.31
4.02
5.13
Significant
5<1,2,3
6<1,2,3,4
2>1,3,4,5,6,7
6<2,3,4,5
7<1,2,3
7<1,3,5
1>4,6,7
7<2,3,4,5
differences(a)
4<1,2		
3>4,6,7
1<2,3,4,5
6<2		
5>4,6,7		
Smoking					
1. Never smoked
5.23
4.39
4.20
5.39
2. Ex-smoker
5.16
4.39
4.19
5.33
3. Current smoker
4.94
4.48
4.24
5.30
Significant
3<1,2
1,2<3
1<3
1>2,3
2<1
differences(a)
Alcohol intake					
1. Never drunk
5.17
4.32
4.06
5.31
2. No longer drink
5.14
4.35
4.22
5.31
3. Current drinker
5.19
4.40
4.25
5.43
—low frequency
and quantity(c)
4. Current drinker
5.01
4.51
4.19
5.20
—high frequency
or quantity(d)
Significant
4<1,2,3
1,2,3<4
1<2,3,4
4<1,2,3
1<3
4<3
1,2<3
differences(a)		
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(a)

Significant differences are tested with Tukey’s method (p<0.05, Agresti & Finlay 1997).

(b)

Employed sub-sample only.

(c)

See endnote 6.

(d)

See endnote 7.

Note:

ns=not significant.

Source:

HILDA Wave 5.

5.26
5.19
5.20
5.12
4.92
4.89
4.84
6<1,2,3,4
7<1,2,3,4
5<1,2,3,4

5.11
5.15
4.86
1,2>3

4.98
5.06
5.10
4.94
4,1<3
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Occupation (employed sub-sample only)
Openness to experience was highest among professionals compared to respondents from other
occupational groups. After professionals, senior officials and managers as well as technicians
and associated professionals reported a significantly higher level of Openness to experience
than those in the other groups. Service and sales workers reported a higher level of Openness to
experience than clerks, trade workers and those with elementary occupations (see Table 6). Of the
five personality traits, Openness to experience has shown the highest correlation (r=0.18) with job
status (see Table 7).
Self-reported Emotional stability was significantly higher among professionals, senior officials
and managers and technicians and associated professionals than among other groups. Similarly,
Conscientiousness was significantly higher among higher level occupational groups (see
Table 6). Both Conscientiousness and Emotional stability have shown a low degree, but statistically
significant correlation (r=0.13, and r=0.10 respectively) with job status (see Table 7).
Occupational groups with a significantly lower level of Agreeableness included elementary
occupations and trades as well as senior officials and managers. Trade workers and those with
elementary occupations also reported the lowest level of Extraversion (see Table 6).

Income
A bivariate correlation analysis between personality trait measures and individual income
estimates from HILDA has found a very low, but statistically significant, positive correlation
between Conscientiousness and income (r=0.10). This positive relationship is consistent with
earlier findings. The correlation between income and other personality traits was negligible.

Life satisfaction and satisfaction with family relationships
In addition to the life satisfaction measure, the current study also included a measure of
satisfaction with family relationships. Of the five personality traits, Emotional stability had the
strongest correlation with both life satisfaction (r=0.25) and satisfaction with family relationships
(r=0.23). Conscientiousness and Agreeableness also showed a low, but statistically significant,
positive correlation with life satisfaction (r=0.17 and r=0.16 respectively) and satisfaction with
family relationships (r=0.17 and r=0.18, respectively) (see Table 7). These results are consistent
with earlier findings by Headey and Wearing (1989). The association between Extraversion and life
satisfaction was relatively small (r=0.14), and the correlation between Extraversion and satisfaction
with family relationships was negligible.

Smoking and alcohol intake
Current smokers scored lower on Conscientiousness, Agreeableness and Emotional stability, and
higher on Extraversion and Openness to experience than ex-smokers and respondents who never
smoked (see Table 6). While the differences were statistically significant on all five traits, the
magnitude of the difference was largest for Emotional stability, followed by Conscientiousness.
Respondents who never smoked reported the highest score on Emotional stability, followed by
ex-smokers, while current smokers reported the lowest score.
In terms of alcohol intake, non-drinkers scored lower on Extraversion than moderate drinkers.
Respondents with high frequency or high quantity alcohol consumption scored the highest on
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Extraversion (see Table 6). Not surprisingly, respondents who have never drunk alcohol scored the
lowest on Openness to experience. High frequency or high quantity drinkers also scored lower on
this scale than moderate drinkers. Agreeableness, Conscientiousness and Emotional stability were
highest among moderate drinkers and lowest among respondents reporting high frequency or high
quantity alcohol intake.
Results from the current study are in line with earlier findings which suggest that adults with low
scores on the traits Conscientiousness, Agreeableness and Emotional stability are more likely to
engage in lifestyle risk activities, such as smoking and alcohol intake (Adams et al. 1998; Friedman,
Hawley & Tucker 1994).

Physical and mental health
Associations between personality traits and measures of self-reported physical and mental health
are presented in Table 7. Of the five personality traits, Emotional stability showed the strongest
correlation with mental as well as physical health measures. The highest correlation was observed
between Emotional stability and Mental health (r=0.42), followed by the correlation between
Emotional stability and the Mental summary measure (r=0.32). Emotional stability has also shown
a low degree, but statistically significant, correlation with Vitality (r=0.24), Social function (r=0.23),
and General health (r=0.19). These relationships were in line with results from previous studies.
Conscientiousness has shown a low, but statistically significant, correlation with Mental health
(r=0.21), General health (r=0.16) and Vitality (r=0.15). The direction of these relationships was in
line with previous research, although the magnitude of the estimated correlations was smaller than
those found by Holden and colleagues (2006).
Extraversion also showed low, but statistically significant, positive correlations with Mental health
(r=0.21), and Vitality (r=0.19). The correlation of Openness to experience and Agreeableness
with various physical and mental measures were negligible. These results, while not directly
comparable, are consistent with results presented by Holden and his colleagues (2006).
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Table 7:

Association between Big-Five variables in HILDA and self-reported physical and
mental health measures (SF-36)

	Emotional		Openness
Extraversion
stability
to experience
Age
Age

Agree-	Conscienableness
tiousness

0.267**

–0.093**

–0.143**

0.082**

0.216**

0.161**

0.104**

0.000

0.060**

0.109**

–0.014**
0.050**
0.069**
0.193**

0.073**
0.033**
0.066**
0.169**

0.085**
–0.009
–0.004
0.025**

–0.006
0.014
–0.008
0.098**

0.006
0.033*
0.024
0.157**

0.318**

0.132**

–0.074**

0.077**

0.155**

0.244**
0.226**
0.166**
0.423**

0.188**
0.100**
0.047**
0.209**

–0.001
–0.048**
–0.067*
–0.054**

0.087**
0.041**
0.021*
0.126**

0.154**
0.121**
0.095**
0.209**

Satisfaction
Life satisfaction
Satisfaction with
family relationships

0.245**
0.230**

0.144**
0.058**

–0.052**
–0.095**

0.155**
0.176**

0.167**
0.167**

Income
Financial year
disposable income

0.035**

–0.004

0.052**

–0.035**

0.099**

0.103**

0.022

0.176**

0.076**

0.131**

SF-36 measures
Physical summary
measure
Physical function
Role physical
Bodily pain
General health
Mental summary
measure
Vitality
Social function
Role emotional
Mental health

Job status
ANU4 occupational
status scale of
main job(a)
(a)

Employed sub-sample only.

Note:

*Significant at the 0.05 level; **significant at the 0.01 level.

Source:

HILDA Wave 5.
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5 Discussion
The Big-Five taxonomy
The Big-Five concept is a broad level abstraction of personality. In recent years attempts have
been made to present the Big-Five concept as an acceptable descriptive paradigm but, as argued
by Eysenck, ‘a purely descriptive paradigm is a scientific impossibility’ (Eysenck 1997). The
fundamental weakness of the Big-Five model as a scientific model of personality is the absence of
causal relations and nomological networks to support the factors emerging from factor analysis.
It is therefore not surprising that while there is an emerging consensus on the Big-Five factor
structure, it is by no means a universal agreement and the content of the factors are still subject
to some debate. In summary, the Big-Five concept provides an integrative descriptive concept for
personality research, and while some researchers claim that it may hold more meaning and use,
these claims are yet to be explicated theoretically.

Psychometric properties of the HILDA personality trait scales
Results from this research offer adequate but not perfect support for the HILDA personality traits
inventory and subsequent scales. Maximum likelihood factor analysis with five components
suggested that the majority of items performed appropriately; however, the six items selected
from elsewhere did not perform as well as items lifted directly from the TDA-40. The items selected
for the Big-Five scales in this research have corresponded exactly with the items selected by the
University of Melbourne to construct the five personality scales included in HILDA Wave 5.
All five personality scales included in HILDA Wave 5 have reached adequate levels for those criteria
evaluated in this paper; normality, construct validity, internal consistency, and external correlates.
In terms of internal consistency, the personality trait scales within HILDA are somewhat inferior to
larger Big-Five instruments. The low item-total correlation values for some of the Extraversion items
are indicative of relatively low levels of internal consistency of the Extraversion scale.
Descriptive statistics showed good variance and discriminating properties, as well as a normal
distribution, in all five scales. In terms of overall reliability, Emotional stability and Agreeableness
performed the best across the criteria and Extraversion performed the least well.
The relationships of personality trait scales with other measures known to be associated with
personality were found, with a few exceptions, to be consistent with the literature. In terms of
sex, age, marital status, educational attainment, occupation and income, results from this study
using the HILDA personality scales were consistent with previous findings using other established
personality scales.
The strong positive correlation of Emotional stability with mental health, and to some extent
with measures of physical health, was consistent with earlier findings. The relationship of
Conscientiousness with general health and mental health, and Extraversion with mental health
and vitality, also ran in the predicted direction. Furthermore, the relatively weak relationships
of Agreeableness and Openness to experience with mental and physical health measures are
consistent with earlier findings.
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Also resembling previous research, the current study found that adults with low scores on
Conscientiousness, Agreeableness and Emotional stability were more likely to engage in lifestyle
risk activities, such as smoking and alcohol intake. With the exception of Extraversion, the
relationship between personality traits and life satisfaction was found to be consistent with earlier
findings. However, in this study the link between Extraversion and life satisfaction and satisfaction
with family relationships was negligible. This may be due, to some extent, to the relatively low
performance of the Extraversion scale.
Based on these results, users of this scale can be relatively confident that the personality trait
items used in HILDA have adequately captured the separate constructs of the Big-Five model.
They can also be confident that the resulting scales measuring the Big-Five personality traits,
with the exception of Extraversion, have good reliability properties. Furthermore, results from this
assessment of patterns of external correlates tend to indicate that the Big-Five scales in HILDA
assess the same constructs as those assessed by other established measures.
To date, most studies on the predictive utility of personality traits are limited to reports of
correlations, as opposed to underlying processes. Nevertheless, the predictive function of
personality traits can be well utilised in social longitudinal studies of health and wellbeing,
social relationships, welfare and labour market outcomes. Results from this study provide a
useful resource to social policy researchers in search of a comprehensive evaluation of the HILDA
personality traits.

Future research
The conceptual status of the Big Five has limited the extent to which this paper could evaluate
the psychometric properties of the personality scales in HILDA Wave 5. Most importantly, content
validity analysis was not performed, while construct validity was limited to searching for underlying
themes using factor analysis. In terms of external or predictive validity, the analysis in this paper
was limited to bivariate correlations as opposed to testing for causal processes.
Future research strengthening the evaluation of the psychometric properties of the personality trait
scales in HILDA could include community sample studies comparing results with other five factor
personality trait instruments. In addition, studies exploring the relationship and the underlying
causal processes between personality traits and health outcomes and/or lifestyle risk activities
could broaden the application and utilisation of personality inventories.
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Endnotes
1

This paper uses unit record data from the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia
(HILDA) survey (release 5.1). The HILDA project was initiated and is funded by the Australian
Government Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs
(FaHCSIA) and is managed by the Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social Research
(MIAESR).

2 For example, the NEO inventories include items related to warmth in Extraversion whereas the
Big-Five Inventory (BFI) and Trait Descriptive Adjectives (TDA) include them in Agreeableness.
3 Social dominance reflects independence and self-confidence, especially in social context.
4 Social vitality reflects sociability, positive affect, gregariousness, and energy level.
5 Note that the TDA–40 items tested in the HILDA dress rehearsal were not actually taken directly
from Saucier (1994). Due to a mistake in the set tested, the adjectives Distant, Orderly, Mellow,
Enthusiastic, Average and Ordinary took the place of Unsympathetic, Organised, Unenvious,
Energetic, Uncreative and Unintellectual.
6 The construction equally weighted each type of relationship to which the individual responded.
In practice, some relationship types are likely to be more important than others. However, the
relative importance of particular relationship types will differ across individuals and life stages,
and in the absence of alternative weights, the equal weighting approach was considered
reasonable.
7 Drinks alcohol less than five days a week and less than five standard drinks on a day.
8 Drinks alcohol more than four days a week, or more than four standard drinks on a day.
9 Items measuring unique facets of a scale tend to be overlooked when items are selected for
their common variance.
10 Had a skewness coefficient value between 0.5 and 1.0 or –0.5 and –1.0.
11 Had a skewness coefficient greater than 1 or less than –1.
12 This benchmark may seem too relaxed; however, the unique nature of personality traits is
the lack of simple hierarchical structure. Consequently, items measuring important aspects
of personality are sometimes excluded because of their multiple loadings. To moderate the
potential of similar misjudgements in this research the usual benchmark was adjusted.
13 Results from analysis of personality traits by sex are available from the author on request.
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