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“ “
They’re used to hearing,  
‘I’m OK, I ate while I was cooking’
  – single mum from Melbourne.2 

Kids growing up in poverty too often go to bed or school 
hungry; they can feel left out if they can’t afford to join a 
local sport team or go on school camps; they may be living 
in an overcrowded home where there’s no quiet place to 
do homework and they worry about their parents. 

What is it like for children to grow up in poverty?

What can we do to reduce child poverty?

1in6
Australian children 

aged 0-14 years lived in 
poverty in 2017-2018

How many children are living in poverty 
in Australia?

774,000 children or 1 in 6 Australian children aged 0-14 
years lived in poverty in 2017-18 (the latest available 
data). At 17.7%, the percentage of children living in 
poverty is higher than the percentage of any other age 
group – including those aged 65 years and over.³

It also means not having enough to eat or not having enough 
healthy food – a 2016 study of more than 5,000 children 
aged 8 to 14 years found that of those who were materially 
deprived were frequently going to school or bed hungry.  

Foodbank provided relief to 815,000 Australians per 
month in 2018-19, 11% were aged under 15. Their 
2018 Hunger Report found that single parents often 
make personal sacrifices to ensure their children can 
eat: 3 in 5 single parents experiencing food insecurity 
skip a meal at least once a week to make sure there is 
enough food for their family and 1 in 3 go a whole day 
without eating at least once a week.¹

Growing up in poverty impacts the hopes and dreams of young people.

Child poverty in Australia isn’t inevitable – we made great 
strides in the 1990’s when the former PM Bob Hawke and 
his government committed to end child poverty.  Child 
poverty wasn’t eliminated but it was reduced by 30%.4  

A very high proportion of children experiencing 
poverty are living in families who rely on government 
payments.5 Permanently increasing those payments - 
family payments, JobSeeker and single parent 
payments - will reduce poverty.
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The Coronavirus Supplement of $550 per fortnight unlocked poverty for up to 1 million children living in families 
receiving a range of payments including JobSeeker and Parenting Payment Single. The full Coronavirus Supplement saw 
poverty drop by more than half for the poorest families - those headed by single parents. Poverty rates for these families 
reduced from 39% to 17%.6

The Everybody’s Home campaign is calling for a large investment in social housing by Federal and State/Territory 
governments to address the crisis in housing affordability facing too many individuals, families and children in Australia.  
This would also assist women and children needing to flee domestic violence.8

Children can thrive and be healthy when they have what they need to develop well. To 
treat all of Australia’s children fairly, we need to ensure every family has enough money 
to cover the basics and a secure roof over their heads.

It has helped me so much in being able to help my child to be clothed and eat more healthy 
options, to keep my house warm during the winter.

I have spent the extra money on everything I needed to get employed.. on my vehicle so I 

can travel to job interviews… on internet to help with being connected for job interviews 

on Zoom…on clothing so that I look more professional when I’m attending a job interview, 

whether it is online or face-to-face.7

My mum struggles, she gets paid 
on Thursdays but struggles on the 
Wednesday. Me and my brother, if 
there is not food for school, we don’t 
go to school at all.  She has never 
sent us to school with no food.11

The playing field is not level for all Australian children. Those 
growing up in poverty are less likely to complete high school, 
find a good job and have stable housing. They often suffer 
from poor mental and physical health and social isolation. 
Devastatingly, we will compromise their life chances if we fail 
to disrupt the cycle of disadvantage.

Is poverty just about not having enough money?

“Money isn’t the only thing but having some money to buy food and to 
pay for your rent and stuff is really good.”9

Multiple studies have found that poverty isn’t just about not having 
enough to eat and a secure home.  A lack of money limits children and 
young people’s lives and learning and seeps into other aspects of their life. 

ARACY’s research based on a long term study of children born in 2004 
and published in 2019, found children living below the poverty line 
were more likely to experience deprivation in terms of their relationship 
with friends, yelling in the home, enjoyment in exercise, adequate fruit 
and vegetables, mental health, school attendance, learning at home, 
and involvement in extracurricular activities like sport.10

Young people are also often keenly 
aware of what they are missing out 
on. Research undertaken by The Smith 
Family and UNSW12 found that it was 
clear that the 14 year olds had a good 
understanding of what a healthy diet 
meant but often lacked the ability (due 
to a lack of money in the household) 
to ensure that they had a healthy diet. 
It also found that while many young 
people acknowledged that a quiet space 
or desk was the ideal, this was not the 
case for them. 

– Life Course Centre Director Professor Janeen Baxter
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If poverty is not addressed early and it 
continues into later life, children can carry 
the scars with them into adulthood. 

“A significant number of young Australians 
who grow up in poverty find it difficult to 
engage with formal education; they leave 
school early or cannot navigate from 
education to the world of work.”13

Households that have to rely mainly on social security 
payments (e.g. unemployment, parenting, and disability 
payments) are five times more likely to experience poverty 
(36%) than those receiving most income from wages 
and salaries (7%). However, 38% of those in poverty are 
in wage-earning households; the majority of whom are 
households with children.17

When children are growing up in poverty during the first 
5 years of their life - ARACY states: “Brain development 
in the first years of life lays the foundation for language 
development, literacy acquisition, cognitive processes, 
emotional development, self-regulation and problem-
solving skills and has a lasting impact on health, future 
learning and life success.”

If poverty persists over time. Academics have found 
children who had been living in persistent poverty until 
age 8 or 9 were more than 3 times likely to be at risk of 
psychological clinical problems than children who had 
never experienced poverty (27% compared to 8%).18

ARACY looked at deprivations based on a long-term study 
of children born in 2004.  It found in addition to living below 
the poverty line, children experienced more deprivations 

Does experiencing poverty in childhood restrict secure employment, health and 
well-being later in life?

Children living in sole parent families have a poverty 
rate of 39.4%, 3 times that of couple families (13.1%).16 

Who are most at risk?

in families where no parent had a job (unemployed or not 
looking for work) and for children with a disability. The 2016 
Child Well-Being project found food and clothing deprivation 
was concentrated among children with disability, young 
carers and Indigenous young people.19

By neighbourhood - UnitingCare Australia found there 
are clear clusters of neighbourhoods at risk of high child 
exclusion and others where the risk is very low.  It found 
1 in 3 children living in remote and very remote Australia 
experienced the highest rate of social exclusion.  The Child 
Social Exclusion Index 2018 also found that 87% of local 
communities with the highest risk of child social exclusion in 
2011 had no improvement in 2016. 

Australian communities have people that 
are really doing it tough, particularly 
people in remote and regional areas of 
Australia and in many instances, single 
mothers and their children.

“Disadvantage early in a child’s life reverberates throughout 
childhood and youth and the risks associated with disadvantage and 
academic adjustment continue and accumulate over time, ultimately 
affecting the child’s socioeconomic status in adulthood.”14

Children who grow up in poverty are 3.3 times more likely to suffer 
adult poverty than those who grew up in never poor households.15

– Russell Broadbent

Liberal MP in forward to Living on the Edge, 
Final Report of Parliamentary Inquiry into 
Intergenerational Welfare Dependency.

https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/House/Intergenerational_Welfare_Dependence/IGWD/Final_Report
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See also the Australian Research Council Centre of Excellence for Children and Families over the Life Course (the Life Course Centre) who are 

delivering transformative research and translation to break the cycle of deep and persistent disadvantage for Australian children and families.

After 80,000 sole parents were transferred to Newstart Allowance (now 
JobSeeker) in 2013, payments for a sole parent with school-age children 
reduced by at least $60 a week.20

Professor Peter Whiteford has concluded that cuts in family and sole parent 
payments have significantly increased poverty among children in Australia.  

“Since 2006, the cumulative effects of changes mean that for single parents 
still on Parenting Payment Single with two younger children have lost nearly 
$85 per fortnight; about 6% of their disposable incomes. For families with 
older children (receiving Newstart), the loss is about $271 per fortnight; a 
cut in disposable income of nearly 19%.”21

UnitingCare Australia concluded that life became harder for all families 
between 2011 and 2016 due to housing stress and labour market changes.22
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After I pay rent and 
electricity, I’m left with 
hardly any money to 
buy food. I’ve gone 
days without food just 
so my son can eat.

– Perth single mum from 
Foodbank Hunger Report 2019
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