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This is the third Annual Statistical Report of the
Household Income and Labour Dynamics in
Australian (HILDA) Survey. Like the previous vol-
umes (Headey, Warren and Harding, 2005; Headey
and Warren, 2007), it contains short reports and
statistical tables covering the four main areas of
HILDA: households and family life; incomes;
employment and unemployment/joblessness; life
satisfaction, health and well-being. Our target audi-
ences are policy makers and the informed public.

The ambitious aim of the HILDA Survey is to pro-
vide, on an annual basis, a new type of social
statistics for Australia; longitudinal panel statistics
describing the ways in which people’s lives are
changing. The Australian social statistics we are 
all familiar with are cross-sectional. That is, they
provide snapshots—still photographs—of the per-
centages of Australians who, at one moment in
time, are married or single, income rich or income
poor, employed or unemployed, healthy or sick.
Repeated cross-sections of the kind provided by
the Australian Bureau of Statistics yearbooks and
annual surveys inform us about aggregate social
trends, about whether and by how much the per-
centages who are married, poor, unemployed …
are changing. 

Panel data are quite different and add a new dimen-
sion to social statistics. A panel survey is longitudinal
rather than just cross-sectional. It follows people’s
lives over time; the same households and individ-
uals are interviewed every year, so we can see how
individual lives are changing. We can see whether
the same people remain married, income poor or
unemployed every year. As readers of this volume
will see, the panel method opens up new under-
standings. Cross-sectional statistics only change
slowly and usually record only small changes from
year to year. So it seems ‘natural’ or obvious to infer
that the same people remain married, poor or
unemployed year after year. Panel data in Australia
and in many other Western countries show that,
while the first inference happens to be correct, the
second and third are more wrong than right. That is,
it is true that more or less the same people stay mar-
ried year after year (only 2–3% of Australian mar-
riages end each year, even though eventually over
30% end in separation), but it is false to believe that
the same people stay income poor and/or unem-
ployed year after year. On the contrary, most poor
people cease to be poor within a year or two, and
most unemployed people get jobs within a year,
although long-term unemployment has increased in
recent decades. On the other hand, panel data also
show that people who have been poor or unem-
ployed in the past are at greater risk of returning to
poverty and unemployment than others.

So panel data offer something like video evidence
rather than the photographic evidence of cross-
sectional surveys. In social science jargon, panel
data tell us about dynamics—family, income and
labour dynamics—rather than statics. They tell 
us about duration/persistence, about how long
people remain poor or unemployed, and about
the correlates of entry into and exit from poverty
and unemployment. For these reasons panel data
are vital for government and public policy analysis.
The aims of policy include trying to reduce poverty
and unemployment, so it is vital for policy makers
to distinguish between short, medium and long
termers—different policy interventions may be
needed to assist different groups—and to gain an
understanding of reasons for entry and exit from
these states. 

It is probably fair to say that panel studies in other
Western countries have transformed and greatly
improved understanding of many social and eco-
nomic trends. It is hoped that the HILDA Survey
will perform the same service in Australia.

This Annual Statistical Report has been prepared by
a small team at the Melbourne Institute of Applied
Economic and Social Research of the University of
Melbourne. The Report is not intended to be com-
prehensive. It focuses mainly on panel results
rather than cross-sectional results of the kind well
covered by ABS surveys, and it seeks just to give
a flavour of what the HILDA Survey is finding.
Much more detailed analysis of every topic covered
by this volume could and should be undertaken.
It is hoped that some readers will make their own
analyses, and in this context it should be men-
tioned that the HILDA Survey data are available at
nominal cost to approved users.1

The HILDA Survey sample

The HILDA Survey is commissioned and funded
by the Australian Government Department of
Family and Community Services and conducted by
the Melbourne Institute at the University of
Melbourne. The HILDA Survey Director is
Professor Mark Wooden. 

The HILDA Survey is a nation-wide household
panel survey with a focus on issues relating to
families, income, employment and well-being.
Described in more detail in Watson and Wooden
(2004), the HILDA Survey began in 2001 with a
large national probability sample of Australian
households occupying private dwellings. All 
members of those households form the basis of
the panel to be interviewed in each subsequent
wave, with each wave being approximately one
year apart. 

Introduction to the Annual Statistical
Report on HILDA for 2007
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Note that like virtually all sample surveys, the home-
less are excluded from the scope of the HILDA
Survey. Also excluded from the initial sample
were persons living in institutions, but people
who move into institutions in subsequent years
remain in the sample.

After adjusting for out-of-scope dwellings (e.g.
unoccupied, non-residential) and households (e.g.
all occupants were overseas visitors) and for multi-
ple households within dwellings, the total number
of households identified as in-scope in wave 1 was
11,693. Interviews were completed with all eligi-
ble members (i.e. persons aged 15 and over) at
6,872 of these households and with at least one
eligible member at a further 810 households. The
total household response rate was, therefore, 66%.
Within the 7,682 households at which interviews
were conducted, there were 19,917 people, 4,790
of whom were under 15 years of age on the pre-
ceding 30 June and hence ineligible for interview.
This left 15,127 persons of whom 13,969 were suc-
cessfully interviewed. Of this group, 11,993 were
re-interviewed in wave 2, 11,190 in wave 3, 10,565
in wave 4, and 10,392 in wave 5 in 2005. 

The total number of respondents in each wave,
however, is greater than this for at least three rea-
sons. First, some non-respondents in wave 1 are
successfully interviewed in later waves. Second,
interviews are sought in later waves with all per-
sons in sample households who turn 15 years of
age. Third, additional persons are added to the
panel as a result of changes in household compo-
sition. Most importantly, if a household member
‘splits off’ from his/her original household (e.g.
children leave home to set up their own place, or
a couple separates), the entire new household
joins the panel. Inclusion of ‘split-offs’ is the main
way in which panel surveys, including the HILDA
Survey, maintain sample representativeness over
the years. 

In fact, additions to the HILDA sample now exceed
drop-outs, so the total number of respondents giv-
ing interviews is now going up rather than down,
and is likely to continue to do so in future. The
total of respondents fell from 13,969 in 2001 to
12,408 in 2004, but then rose to 12,759 in 2005 and
further to 12,905 in 2006.

Despite a net increase in numbers in the last two
years, sample attrition—that is, people dropping
out due to refusal, death, or our inability to locate
them—is a major issue in all panel surveys.
Because of attrition, panels may slowly become
less representative of the populations from which
they are drawn, although due to the ‘split-off’
method this does not necessarily occur. The
HILDA Survey data managers analyse attrition
each year and supply weights to ‘correct’ for dif-
ferences between the panel sample and the pop-
ulation. To give a straightforward example, if it
were found that men had dropped out of the

panel at a greater rate than women, and that 
consequently men were under-represented by 2%
and women similarly over-represented, then the
weights would have the effect of multiplying all
men’s results by 102/100 and all women’s results
by 98/100.

In this Report, cross-sectional weights are always
used when cross-sectional results are reported and
longitudinal (multi-year) weights are used when
longitudinal results are reported. 

Estimates based on the HILDA Survey like all sam-
ple survey estimates are subject to sampling error.
It would be cumbersome to report the sampling
errors for all statistics in this volume. So we have
adopted an ABS convention and marked with an
asterisk (*) tabulated results which have a standard
error more than 25% of the size of the result itself.2

This is a conservative approach, given that most
academic papers treat as statistically significant
estimates which have standard errors of up to
50%. The calculation and treatment of standard
errors were covered in detail in Appendix 1 of the
first Annual Report on HILDA (2005). 

Overview of contents

The four parts of this volume each begin with an
overview of a central topic, focusing on change
within the HILDA Survey panel. So Part 1 on
Households and Family Life begins with an article
about generational differences in attitudes towards
marriage and children. Subsequent articles deal
with changes in marital status; parenting stress;
who in the family does the domestic chores; child
care; contact between non-resident parents and
their children, and so on. 

Part 2 on Incomes starts with an overview of
changes in the material standard of living of
Australians in 2001–2005, followed by an article on
income mobility—the extent to which households
moved up or down the national income distribution
in 2001–2005. It then covers topics such as the
duration of income poverty, the duration of
reliance on welfare payments, and perceived finan-
cial stress. This section concludes with an article
about household incomes of immigrants, one of
two articles contributed by Roger Wilkins. All other
articles in the Report are written by the editors.

Part 3 on Employment and Unemployment/
Joblessness begins with an overview of labour
mobility in 2001–2005 and then deals, inter alia,
with such topics as whether low paid and part-time
jobs frequently or only infrequently lead to better
paid full-time jobs, the pay-off in increased earn-
ings from adult education and job training, the
characteristics of jobless households and the dura-
tion of joblessness, and transitions to retirement. 

Part 4 is on Life Satisfaction, Health and Well-
being. Issues relating to life satisfaction have
attracted a great deal of interest among HILDA



Survey data users and, in recent times, within the
economics profession. Most researchers in the life
satisfaction field believe that personality traits
make a substantial difference to satisfaction. Partly
for this reason measures of the so-called ‘Big 
Five’ traits—extroversion, neuroticism, openness
to experience, agreeableness and conscientious-
ness—were included in the HILDA Survey for the
first time in 2005. Thus, Part 4 begins with an
overview article on these personality traits and
their potential value in social and economic
research, then comes an article on life satisfaction
and satisfaction with many other aspects of life.
Later articles deal with physical and mental health,
with social networks and, finally, with a compari-
son of how men and women use their time. 

Concluding points

This Report has been written by the HILDA Survey
team at the Melbourne Institute, which takes
responsibility for any errors of fact or interpreta-
tion. Its contents should not be seen as reflecting
the views of either the Australian Government or
the Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and
Social Research.

Bruce Headey
Deputy Director, HILDA Survey

Endnotes
1 Readers who would like to enquire about the HILDA

Survey data should view <http://www.melbourneinsti-
tute.com/hilda>.

2 As an approximation to these relative standard errors
(RSEs), cell entries in the tables in this volume which are
based on under 20 respondents are marked as not sta-
tistically reliable. An exception is results relating to
income, where under 50 respondents is a more appro-
priate cut-off.
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In the last fifty years, there have been substantial
changes in demographic patterns in most Western
countries. Cohabitation has become much more
common; fertility rates have fallen; and the rate of
divorce has increased (Parker, 2002). People are
also marrying and having their first child at a later
age. The labour force participation rates of women
have increased substantially (ABS, 2006), and sub-
sequently women have more financial and social
independence. Scott (2006) suggests that these
changes, which have enhanced women’s auton-
omy, have also increased the costs of marriage
and motherhood, and reduced the importance of
traditional family values.

In 2005, new questions about attitudes towards
marriage and children were added to the HILDA
Survey. Respondents were asked to rate on a scale
of 1 to 7 how strongly they agreed or disagreed
with statements such as ‘It is alright for a couple
with an unhappy marriage to get a divorce even if
they have children’ and ‘Homosexual couples
should have the same rights as heterosexual couples
do’. A rating of 1 out of 7 means ‘strongly disagree’
and 7 out of 7 means ‘strongly agree’.1 It could be
expected that older people have more traditional
or conservative views about lone parent families,
de facto relationships and the importance of mar-
riage. However, the following figures show that
sometimes this is not the case. 

Figure 1 shows the proportion of men and women
who agreed with the statement ‘It is alright for an
unmarried couple to live together even if they have
no intention of marrying ’. Given that de facto rela-
tionships are much more common today than they
were 20 or 30 years ago, it is not surprising that
the proportion of men and women who agreed
with the statement ‘It is alright for an unmarried

couple to live together even if they have no inten-
tion of marrying’ decreased with age. Overall,
54.6% of men and 52.8% of women agreed with
this statement. However, only 29.4% of men and
24.9% of women aged 65 or over agreed. Of
course, a very high proportion of people who
were in de facto relationships (83.8% of men 
and 86.4% of women) agreed with the statement,
compared to 44.9% of married men and 44.7% of
married women.

With the exception of men in the 20 to 24 age
group, more men than women agreed with the
statement ‘Marriage is a lifetime relationship and
should never be ended ’. Overall, 39.7% of men and
35.0% of women agreed with this statement.
Figure 2 shows that, compared to other age
groups, it was less common for men and women
aged between 35 and 54 to agree with this state-
ment, with only 25.5% of women and 30.3% of
men aged between 45 and 54 agreeing. As
expected, the proportion of separated or divorced
men and women who agreed with this statement
was lower than average. However, around one in
four men and one in five women who were sep-
arated or divorced still agreed with the sentiment
that marriage should not be ended.

Just over 55% of women and 45% of men agreed
with the statement ‘It is alright for a couple with
an unhappy marriage to get a divorce, even if they
have children ’. Figure 3 shows that there are sub-
stantial differences in the proportion of men and
women agreeing with this statement, particularly in
younger age groups. For men, the proportion who
agreed increased from 32.4% of men aged between
15 and 19 to 51.5% of men aged between 55 and
64. The proportion of women who agreed was
around 60% for women aged between 20 and 54. 
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Generational differences in attitudes
about marriage and children

Figure 1: It is alright for an unmarried couple to live together

Note: Population weighted results.
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When asked whether they thought marriage was
an outdated institution, only 9.7% of men and
7.3% of women agreed. Figure 4 shows that, while
the proportion of men and women who agreed
with this statement in the 55 to 65 and 65 and over
age groups were almost equal, in younger age
groups agreement was more common among men
than women. Only 5.6% of teenage women
agreed with this statement, compared to 8.3% of
teenage men. Just over 10% of men aged between
25 and 54 agreed, compared to around 7% of
women in this age group.

Compared to widows, married couples and peo-
ple who had never been married and were not 
living with a partner, men and women who were
separated, divorced or living in a de facto rela-
tionship more commonly agreed that marriage
was an outdated institution: 21.6% of separated
men, 18.7% of divorced men and 19.5% of men
who were in a de facto relationship said that 
marriage was outdated, compared to 11.9% of
men who were never married not in a de facto

relationship, 11.2% of men who were widowed
and only 5.7% of married men. A high proportion
(16.9%) of separated women also said that 
marriage was outdated, compared to 11% of
women who were divorced, 12.6% of women in
de facto relationships, 8% of widows, 7.1% of
women who had never married and 5.4% of mar-
ried women.

Figure 5 shows that it was much more common
for women than men to agree with the statement
‘Homosexual couples should have same rights as
heterosexual couples do ’. Overall, 23.3% of men
and 34.1% of women agreed with this statement.
The proportion of women who agreed with this
statement decreased with age, from 52% of
women aged between 15 and 19 to only 15.2% of
women aged 65 and over. It was also more com-
mon for younger men to agree with this statement,
with 27.6% of men aged between 15 and 19 and
30.7% of men aged between 25 and 34 agreeing,
but only 14.4% of men aged 65 or more saying
they agreed.
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Figure 2: Marriage is a lifetime relationship and should never be ended

Note: Population weighted results.

40.9

39.9

42.6

34.1 30.3

39.7

54.2

36.0

48.8

37.6

26.8

25.5

33.9

46.2

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

15-19 20-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+

Age group

%
Men

Women

Figure 3: Alright to divorce, even if you have children

Note: Population weighted results.
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Figure 4: Marriage is an outdated institution

Note: Population weighted results.
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Figure 5: Homosexual couples should have same rights as heterosexual couples

Note: Population weighted results.
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Attitudes about children

As in most other Western nations, women in
Australia are having fewer children and the age at
which they are having their first child is rising. The
median age of all women who gave birth in 1995
was 29.1 years; by 2005 this had increased to 30.7
years (ABS, 2007). The average number of chil-
dren that women have has fallen from 3.5 in 1961,
to 1.9 in 1981 and 1.8 in 2005 (ABS, 2007). 

Has having a family become less important today
than it was in the past? Figures 6 and 7 show the
proportion of men and women who agreed with
the statements ‘A woman has to have children in
order to be fulfilled ’ and ‘A man has to have chil-
dren in order to be fulfilled ’.

Overall, 8.3% of men and 7% of women agreed
with the statement ‘A woman has to have children
in order to be fulfilled ’. Fewer than 5% of teenagers
and 10% of people aged between 20 and 54
agreed with this statement. On the other hand,

15.8% of men and 14.7% of women aged 65 and
over agreed that a woman needs to have children
in order to be fulfilled. The proportion of men and
women who agreed with this statement was
higher for those who had children than those who
did not—9.3% of men and 8.3% of women who
were parents agreed, compared to 6.7% of men
and 3.9% of women with no children.

It was also more common for older people to
agree with the statement ‘A man has to have chil-
dren in order to be fulfilled ’. However, Figure 7
shows that, even in the older age groups, it was
much more common for men than women to
agree with this statement. Fewer than 5% of
women under the age of 65, and only 10% of
women over 65 agreed with this statement, com-
pared to 10.4% of men aged between 20 and 24
and 16.2% of men over the age of 65. Again, the
proportion of parents who agreed with this state-
ment was slightly higher than that of people with
no children; 9.7% of men and 5.8% of women who
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had children agreed, compared with 7.3% of men
and 3.2% of women who were not parents.

The proportion of men and women who agreed
with the statement ‘Children will usually grow up
happier if they have a home with both a father and
a mother ’ is shown in Figure 8. Overall, 69.4% of
men and 52% of women agreed that it was better
for children to grow up with both parents. In every
age group, the proportion of men who agreed with
this statement was at least 10% higher than the pro-
portion of women who agreed. The greatest dif-
ference was among teenage men and women,
where 64.2% of men agreed, compared to only
38.5% of women. Some possible explanations for
this gender difference are that when parents sepa-
rate, children usually live most of the time with
their mother, and boys growing up in this situation
often lack a male role model. On the other hand,
women who have been lone mothers are likely to
think they have done a good job raising the chil-
dren and are therefore more likely to disagree with

this statement. Men and women who had children
were much more likely to agree with this statement
than non-parents—74% of men and 56.7% of
women with children agreed, compared to 62% of
men and 41% of women who were not parents. 

For men, the proportion who agreed with this
statement ranged from 60.9% for those who were
living with their mother and stepfather at age 14,
to 70% for those who were living with both par-
ents. For women, the proportion who agreed was
32.4% for women who were living with their
mother and stepfather at the age of 14, 38.1% for
women who were living with their mother only
(i.e. no father or stepfather) at that age, 51.5% for
women who were living with their father and
stepmother at the age of 14, 53.6% for women
who had lived with just their father and 54.7% for
women who had lived with both parents. It seems
that many women who had grown up without
their father did not feel that they would have been
happier if their parents had stayed together.
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Figure 6: A woman has to have children in order to be fulfilled

Note: Population weighted results.

4.6

8.8

5.3

6.9

7.8

8.9

15.8

3.1

5.7

6.0

6.3

7.0

14.7

3.1

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

18

15-19 20-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+

Age group

%
Men

Women

Figure 7: A man has to have children in order to be fulfilled

Note: Population weighted results.
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Figure 8: Children happier living with both mum and dad

Note: Population weighted results.
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Figure 9: Alright for a woman to have a child as a lone parent

Note: Population weighted results.
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Figure 10: At 18–20 children should start to live independently

Note: Population weighted results.
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Figure 9 shows the proportion of men and women
who agreed with the statement ‘It is alright for a
woman to have a child as a single parent even if
she doesn’t want to have a stable relationship 
with a man’. Overall, 18.6% of men and 21.8% of
women thought it was alright for a woman to be
a lone mother and not want to be in a stable rela-
tionship with a man. For women, the proportion
who agreed decreased with age, from 32.7% of
teenage women to only 8.9% of women over the
age of 65. In younger age groups (under 45) the
proportion of women who agreed with this state-
ment was much higher than that of men, but for
men and women aged 45 and over, it was slightly
more common for men than for women to say it
was alright for a woman to be a lone mother.

The HILDA Survey data indicate that in 2005,
49.3% of men and 33.1% of women aged between
20 and 24 were still living at home, compared with
10.4% of men and 5.8% of women aged between
25 and 34. When asked if they agree with the
statement ‘When children are about 18–20 years
old they should start to live independently ’, 24.8%
of men and 20.6% of women agreed. 

In most age groups it was more common for men
than women to agree that children should start to
live independently around the age of 18. For men,
the proportion who agreed with the statement
decreased from 26.7% of men aged between 15
and 19 (most of whom were still living in their
parents’ home) to 19.7% for men aged between 25
and 34, then rose to 31.5% of men aged 65 and
over. Only 16% of women aged between 35 and
44 and 17.1% of women aged between 20 and 24
agreed with this statement, compared to 23.8% of
teenage women and 25.2% of women aged 65 or
older. Not surprisingly, compared to people who
had already left home, it was less common for
men and women in their early twenties who were
still living in their parents’ home to agree that chil-
dren should start to live independently around the

age of 18–20. Only 13.9% of men and 9% of
women aged between 20 and 24 who were still
living in their parent’s home agreed with the state-
ment, compared with 31.5% of men and 21.1% of
women in the same age group who had already
left home.

Concluding points

Older people had more traditional views about de
facto relationships; marriage being a lifetime com-
mitment and the importance of having children.
However, the proportion of people aged between
55 and 64 who agreed that it was alright to get a
divorce, even if you have children, was higher
than the proportion of teenagers who agreed with
that statement. In general, men had more conser-
vative views than women about the rights of
homosexual couples, the importance of marriage
and women choosing to have children without
being in a stable relationship. 

Endnote
1 In this article, people who ‘agreed’ are those who gave

a rating of 6 or 7 out of 7.
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The divorce rate in Australia is increasing, and
eventually about 32% of marriages end in divorce
(ABS, 2006). In 2005, 52,399 couples got divorced
in Australia, an increase of 5.4% on the number
granted in 1995, and a 31.6% increase on the num-
ber granted in 1985 (ABS, 2006). These figures
might give rise to the impression that many mar-
riages are unhappy for years before they eventu-
ally founder. However, the HILDA Survey Data
indicate that only about 2% of marriages end each
year, and it is likely that many marriages are happy
for years before one or both partners becomes 
dissatisfied and initiates separation.1

In the previous HILDA Survey Statistical Report
(Headey and Warren, 2007) we found that 93.8%
of people who were married in 2001 were still
married in 2004; 97.7% of people who were wid-
owed in 2001 retained that status in 2004; 12.9% of
people who were single and had never married in
2001 had moved into a de facto relationship by
2004; 58.5% of the separated individuals who
changed status between 2001 and 2004 proceeded
with a divorce; and most of the 22.2% of de factos
who got married since 2001 married the person
they were already living with. Table 1 summarises
the changes in marital status among respondents
interviewed in both 2001 and 2005.2

In the five years from 2001 and 2005, the most sta-
ble group were the widowed, with 98% retaining

that status in 2005. Of those who were married in
2001, 93.2% were still married in 2005 (99.3% to
the same person). The most volatile groups seem
to be separated people and those in de facto rela-
tionships. However, most of the separated people
who had changed marital status since 2001 had
proceeded with a divorce, and almost all of the
28.7% of de facto couples who got married since
2001 married the person they were living with. Of
those who were in a de facto relationship in both
years, 89.9% were still living with the same partner.
Just over 20% of people who were never married
and not living with a partner in 2001 had a partner
by 2005, 12.6% had moved into a de facto relation-
ship and 9.2% were married. 

Relationship satisfaction

In last year’s Statistical Report we also found that,
compared to men and women in de facto rela-
tionships, relationship satisfaction was higher, on
average, among men and women who were mar-
ried. In 2005 this was still the case—the average
level of relationship satisfaction for married men
was 8.5 out of 10, compared to 8.1 out of 10 for
men in de facto relationships.3 For women, the
average level of relationship satisfaction was only
slightly higher for married women—8.2 out of 10
compared to 8.1 out of 10 for women in a de facto
relationship. Table 2 compares the relationship
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Changes in marital status and 
marriage satisfaction: 2001–2005

Table 1: Changes in marital status, 2001–2005 (%)

Marital status in 2005
Never married

and not 
Marital status in 2001 Married De facto Separated Divorced Widowed de factoa Total 
Married 93.2 0.7 2.3 1.3 2.5 – 100.0
De facto 28.7 54.1 2.3 3.8 *0.3 10.8 100.0
Separated 8.1 11.9 45.6 28.9 *5.4 – 100.0
Divorced 6.9 6.7 0.8 81.0 4.6 – 100.0
Widowed *0.4 *0.0 *0.0 *1.6 98.0 – 100.0
Never married and not de facto 9.6 12.6 *0.6 *0.2 *0.0 77.1 100.0
Total 54.8 9.2 2.9 6.1 6.5 20.5 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable. a People who had never been married and were not living in a de facto relationship
at the time of interview.

Table 2: Relationship satisfaction, 2005 (%)

Satisfaction with relationship with partner
Low (0–3) Medium (4–7) High (8–10) Total

Men—married 2.9 16.7 80.4 100.0
Men—de facto 3.5 20.7 75.8 100.0
Women—married 4.0 21.5 74.5 100.0
Women—de facto 3.3 26.6 70.2 100.0

Note: Population weighted results. 
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satisfaction of married men and women with those
in de facto relationships in 2005.

Just over 80% of married men reported high levels
of relationship satisfaction, compared to 75.8% of
men in de facto relationships. Only 70.2% of
women in de facto relationships reported high lev-
els of relationship satisfaction, compared to 74.5%
of women who were married.

Marital status and life satisfaction

Lucas (2007) found that, in terms of life satisfac-
tion, marriage ‘buoyed the spirits for about two
years’, but people do not get a lasting boost in life
satisfaction from getting married. Table 3 com-
pares the average life satisfaction and men and
women according to their marital status and the
duration of their relationship if they are married or
living with a partner.

There does not appear to be any difference in aver-
age life satisfaction for men who have been married
for less than 2 years and men who have been mar-
ried longer, although average life satisfaction is
slightly lower for men who were in de facto rela-
tionships compared to men who were married. Men
who were separated had lower levels of life satis-
faction (7.1 out of 10), but men who had proceeded
with a divorce seemed to recover somewhat, with
average life satisfaction of 7.6 out of 10.

Women who were married for less than 2 years
had the highest average life satisfaction, and com-

pared to other women in this group, average life
satisfaction was slightly lower for women who had
been married for 2 years or more and for women
who were in de facto relationships. For women
who were separated or divorced, average life sat-
isfaction was only 7.2 out of 10.

For both men and women, those who were wid-
owed had the highest average life satisfaction.
However, it should be noted, that this is an ‘age
effect’ rather than a ‘causal effect’. That is, it is not
generally the case that being widowed causes
higher average life satisfaction, but the fact that
older people generally report higher levels of life
satisfaction, and are also more likely to be wid-
owed than younger people.

Table 4 shows the average levels of relationship
satisfaction for men and women who were either
married or living with a partner in 2005. On aver-
age, men and women who have been married 
for less than 2 years report the highest levels of
relationship satisfaction—8.8 out of 10 for men
and 9 out of 10 for women. For men, average 
relationship satisfaction dropped to 8.5 out of 10
after 2 years of marriage, but the average was 
the same for men who had stayed married for 
5 years or more. Average relationship satisfaction
also dropped to 8.5 out of 10 for women who 
had been married for between 2 and 5 years, and
down to 8.1 out of 10 for women who had 
been married for 5 years or longer. For men in de
facto relationships, average satisfaction with the
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Table 3: Life satisfaction by age and marital status, 2005 (means)

Relationship status Men Women Total
Married less than 2 years 7.9 8.3 8.1
Married 2–5 years 8.0 7.9 8.0
Married 5 years or more 7.9 8.1 8.0
De facto less than 2 years 7.7 8.1 7.9
De facto 2–5 years 7.6 7.8 7.7
De facto 5 years or more 7.9 7.9 7.9
Separated 7.1 7.2 7.1
Divorced 7.6 7.2 7.3
Widowed 8.1 8.2 8.2
Single and never married 7.8 7.8 7.8
Total 7.8 7.9 7.9

Note: Population weighted results. 

Table 4: Relationship satisfaction by duration of relationship, 2005 (means)

Relationship status in 2005 Men Women Total
Married less than 2 years 8.8 9.0 8.9
Married 2–5 years 8.5 8.5 8.5
Married 5 years or more 8.5 8.1 8.3
De facto less than 2 years 8.5 8.6 8.5
De facto 2–5 years 8.2 8.2 8.2
De facto 5 years or more 8.1 7.7 7.9
Total 8.3 8.0 8.2

Note: Population weighted results. 



relationship was 8.5 out of 10 for men who had
been living with their partner for less than 2 years,
and 8.1 out of 10 for men who had been in a de
facto relationship for 5 years or more. For women
in de facto relationships, average relationship sat-
isfaction ranges from 8.6 out of 10 for women who
have lived with their partner for less than 2 years,
to only 7.7 for women who had been in a de facto
relationship for 5 years or more.

Conclusion

Compared to people in de facto relationships, men
and women who are married have, on average,
slightly higher levels of overall life satisfaction. On
average, life satisfaction was highest in the first two
years of marriage, and for those in de facto rela-
tionships, average life satisfaction was also highest
during the first two years. 

Endnotes
1 2.1% of people who were married in 2001 were no

longer married (i.e. separated, divorced or widowed) in
2002, and 2.0% of people who were married in 2002
were no longer married in 2003.

2 It should be noted that the term ‘legally married’ was
used in the HILDA Survey questionnaire in 2001, but

was changed to ‘registered marriage’ in 2002 and subse-
quent years to be consistent with the ABS definition of
marriage. 96.8% of people who were in a de facto rela-
tionship in 2001 and married in 2005 had married the
person they were living with in 2001. 

3 The difference in relationship satisfaction for married
and de facto men is statistically significant at the 5%
level, but the difference in relationship satisfaction
between married women and women in de facto rela-
tionships is not statistically significant.
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Couples living apart
About one-quarter of all single adults in Australia
are not actually alone, they just do not live with
their partner. The 2005 HILDA Survey has revealed
that 1,264,000 single Australian adults had a regular
partner who lived in a different household. This
represented 13% of all adults who were in a couple
relationship (living together or not) and 24% of all
adults who were living in a single state (not married
and not in a cohabiting relationship). Questions
about couples living apart were included for the first
time in the 2005 HILDA Survey as a component of
the international survey programme on Generations
and Gender coordinated by the United Nations
Economic Commission for Europe. The incidence
of couples living apart in Australia is very similar
to that found in a recent British survey (Haskey,

2005). Table 1 shows the proportion of single
adults in ongoing non co-residential relationships.1

Not unexpectedly, most Australian singles that had
a partner living elsewhere were young with
548,000 aged 18–24 and 352,000 aged 25–34.
Around one-third of all singles under the age of 35
had a partner living elsewhere and their relation-
ships were relatively new, being under two years
duration on average. Nevertheless, 22% (282,000)
of singles aged 35–54 and 6% (81,000) of singles
aged 55 and over had a partner living elsewhere.

Some people who are not currently living with
their partner may decide to do so in the future, but
for others a definite choice has been made not to
live together. Table 2 shows the proportion of

Table 1: Characteristics of single adults in ongoing non co-residential relationships, 2005

Age group
18–24 25–34 35–54 55+ Total

Population of Australia a 1,922,570 2,851,972 5,699,323 4,596,298 15,070,164
Single persons 1,528,656 1,046,696 1,295,202 1,453,745 5,324,299
Single persons in an ongoing 
non co-residential relationship 547,988 352,052 282,462 81,094 1,263,596
In an ongoing non co-residential relationship? (% of singles)
Yes 36.1 33.3 21.6 6.0 23.8
No 63.9 66.7 78.4 94.0 76.2
Average length of relationship (years) 1.5 1.8 3.0 5.0 2.1

Notes: Population weighted results. a Data weighted to population numbers. 
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men and women in non co-residential relation-
ships who said that they or their partner had made
a definite decision not to live together, at least for
the time being (Table 2). 

Around 60% of men and women who had a non
co-residential partner said that there had been a
definite decision not to live together. The propor-
tion who had made this decision increased with
age; from 45.9% of men and 59.7% of women
aged between 15 and 24 to around 77% of men
and women aged 55 or older. 

Table 3 shows that, compared to men and women
whose non co-residential relationship had only
recently started, it was much more common for
people who had been in a non co-residential 
relationship for several years to say that a definite
decision had been made not to live together. It 
is plausible that most people would want to 
take some time to decide whether or not to move
in together.

Only 42.1% of men and 54.2% of women whose
non co-residential relationship began less than six
months ago said that a definite decision not to live

together had been made, compared to 62.6% of
men and 72.5% of women whose relationship had
been going for between two and five years, and
85.2% of men and 62.9% of women whose rela-
tionship had lasted five years or longer. 

People who said that a definite decision had been
made not to live with their partner were then
asked who had made that decision. Table 4 shows
that most respondents (82.8% of men and 80% of
women) said that the decision not to live together
was a joint one.

It was more common for women than men to say
that they had made the decision not to live with
their partner, with 16.9% of women and 12.4% of
men saying they had made this decision. It was
quite unusual for people to say that they had no
influence on the decision. Only 4.7% of men and
3.1% of women said the decision to live apart was
made solely by their partner. 

For some, non co-residential relationships are not
a permanent decision. Many people in non co-
residential relationships intend to live together in
the future, even those who have made a definite
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Table 3: Definite decision not to live together, by gender and length of relationship, 2005 (%)

Length of relationship
Less than 6 months 1 to < 2 2 to < 5 5 years 
6 months to < 1 year years years or more Total 

Men 42.1 55.2 48.6 62.6 85.2 55.9
Women 54.2 61.0 60.3 72.5 62.9 62.1
Total 47.8 57.9 55.0 66.6 73.5 58.9

Note: Population weighted results.

Table 2: Definite decision not to live together, by gender and age group, 2005 (%)

Age group
15–24 25–34 35–44 45–54 55+ Total 

Men 45.9 53.4 63.4 65.4 76.7 54.7
Women 59.7 60.7 68.3 76.1 76.9 63.5
Total 53.2 56.3 65.5 71.1 76.8 58.8

Note: Population weighted results.

Table 4: Whose decision not to live together, by gender and age group, 2005 (%)

Age group
15–24 25–34 35–44 45–54 55+ Total 

Men
My decision *11.9 *10.4 *21.0 *15.3 *5.8 12.4
Partner’s decision *1.0 *3.5 *5.6 *8.8 *13.7 4.7
Joint decision 87.1 86.2 73.3 75.9 80.4 82.8
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Women
My decision *8.0 *18.2 *32.5 *23.6 *38.9 16.9
Partner’s decision *4.9 *0.0 *3.9 *2.7 *0.0 3.1
Joint decision 87.1 81.8 63.6 73.7 *61.1 80.0
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.



decision not to live together for the time being.
Table 5 shows the proportion of people who were
in non co-residential relationships who said they
intend to start living together in the next three
years, broken down by whether they had made a
definite decision not to live together for the time
being or not.

Overall, 63% of men and 69.4% of women said
they intended to start living with their partner
within the next three years. This was particularly
the case among individuals aged between 25 and
34. In this age group 79.6% of men and 95.4% of
women said they intended to move in with their
partner. Their current relationship may perhaps be
regarded as an extension of ‘dating’ and what
used to be termed ‘going steady’; it is a precursor
to cohabitation or marriage. For some people in
this age group, it may also be a case of saving
enough money to move out of a parental home
and set up their own place. 

How many people who are currently in non co-
residential relationships intend to get formally
married? Table 6 shows the proportion of men and

women who said that it was likely that they would
eventually marry, again broken down by whether
or not they had made a definite decision not to
live together for the time being.2

Well over half of both men and women who had
a non-resident partner said it was likely that they
would marry in the future. It was more common
for young people to say that they would marry,
with 73.5% of men and 75.1% of women aged
between 15 and 24 and 77.5% of men and 56.1%
of women aged between 25 and 34 saying that it
was likely they would do so. By contrast, a sub-
stantial proportion of men and women aged 35
and over (46.4% of 35 to 44 year olds, 78.8% of
people aged between 45 and 54, and 89.6% of
people aged 55 and over) who were not living
with their current partner were separated,
divorced or widowed and had presumably made
the decision not to marry again.

How much time do people spend with partners
who they are not living with? Table 7 shows that
most people saw their partner several times a
week.
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Table 5: Intend to start living together during the next 3 years, by gender and age group (%)

Age group
15–24 25–34 35–44 45–54 55+ Total

Men
Definite decision not to 
live together now 63.1 66.8 66.6 *56.1 *18.4 58.9
No decision not to live 
together now 70.5 79.6 *49.1 *52.5 *41.1 68.5
Total 67.1 72.6 60.2 54.9 *23.0 63.0
Women
Definite decision not to 
live together now 70.4 79.3 53.9 *35.6 *14.3 63.0
No decision not to live 
together now 80.5 95.4 *81.6 *35.6 *62.3 80.8
Total 74.4 85.7 62.9 35.6 *25.3 69.4

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.

Table 6: Likelihood of marrying partner in the future, by gender and age group, 2005 (%)

Age group
15–24 25–34 35–44 45–54 55+ Total 

Men
Definite decision not to 
live together now 73.5 77.5 48.5 *16.1 *19.7 58.6
No decision not to live 
together now 57.4 62.2 *37.0 *19.7 *24.0 52.8
Total 64.8 70.4 44.3 *17.3 *20.0 55.8
Women
Definite decision not to 
live together now 75.1 56.1 *23.9 *14.5 *7.1 53.1
No decision not to live 
together now 70.9 72.0 56.1 37.0 30.7 66.2
Total 73.4 62.4 34.1 *19.9 *12.5 57.8

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.
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Most people with non co-residential partners
(89.5%) said they saw their partner at least once a
week, with 24.7% seeing their partner every day,
33.4% seeing their partner 4 to 6 times a week,
and 25.9% seeing their partner 2 or 3 times a
week. Younger people had more contact with non
co-residential partners than older people. Just over
30% of people aged between 15 and 24 who had
a non co-residential partner saw their partner
every day, and 36.7% of people in this group saw
their partner 4 to 6 times a week. 

Of course, how often people see their non co-
residential partner depends on how far away that
partner lives. Table 8 shows that most people’s
non co-residential partners live in the same town
or city. 

Almost 80% of men and women with a non co-
residential partner reported that their partner lived
in the same town or city. Around 15% had partners
who lived in the same state, but in a different town,
and 7.3% had a partner who lived either in a dif-
ferent state or overseas. The proportion of people
whose partner lived in the same town as them-
selves decreased with age, from 85.5% of 15 to 24
year olds to 60.1% of people aged 55 or older.

How satisfied are people with their non 
co-residential relationship?

In last year’s HILDA Statistical Report we found
that, compared to men and women in de facto
relationships, relationship satisfaction was higher
among men and women who were formally mar-
ried. We can now ask about the satisfaction levels
of individuals in non co-residential relationships.

HILDA respondents rate their relationship with
their partner on a scale from 0 to 10, with 0 mean-
ing ‘completely dissatisfied’ and 10 meaning ‘com-
pletely satisfied’. Table 9 compares the relation-
ship satisfaction of men and women in three
groups: those who are married, those in cohabit-
ing de facto relationships and those in non co-
residential relationships. 

Men and women in non co-residential relation-
ships were less satisfied than either married peo-
ple or those in de facto relationships. In fact, rela-
tionship satisfaction for men and women aged
between 25 and 34 who were not living with their
partner was substantially lower than for people in
the same age group who were living with their
partner. For men in this age group who were not
living with their partner, average relationship sat-
isfaction was 7.3 out of 10, compared to 8.2 for
men in de facto relationships and 8.6 for men who
were married. Average relationship satisfaction for
women aged between 25 and 34 who were not
living with their partner was 6.9, compared to 8.3
for women in a de facto relationship and 8.5 for
married women. In age groups 35–44 and 45–54,
differences were in the same direction although
less large. But in the oldest age group (55 and
over) the differences were again quite sharp.
Average relationship satisfaction for men aged 55
and over who were not living with their partner
was 7.6, compared to 8.5 for men in de facto rela-
tionships and 8.9 for married men. For women
aged 55 and over, average relationship satisfaction
was 8.5 among those who were married, 8.3 for
those in a de facto relationship and 7.0 for women
who were non co-residential. 
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Table 7: How often do you see your partner, by age group, 2005 (%)

Age group
15–24 25–34 35–44 45–54 55+ Total 

Every day 30.4 21.6 23.9 16.3 *13.0 24.7
4–6 times a week 36.7 34.9 26.3 30.3 *22.5 33.4
2–3 times a week 21.3 28.5 32.9 26.9 32.3 25.9
Once a week 5.3 *2.8 *7.2 *11.2 *6.5 5.5
2–3 times a month *1.6 *1.9 *2.5 *7.1 *9.6 2.8
Once a month or less *4.7 *10.4 *7.2 *8.3 *16.1 7.7
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.

Table 8: Where does your partner live, by age group, 2005 (%)

Age group
15–24 25–34 35–44 45–54 55+ Total 

In the same town or city 85.5 78.2 72.2 61.1 60.1 77.2
In the same state, in a 
different town or city 12.6 *11.1 *20.4 *22.4 *29.7 15.5
In a different state *0.7 *1.4 *3.1 *7.9 *7.2 *2.4
Overseas *1.2 *9.3 *4.4 *8.6 *3.0 4.9
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.



Concluding points

In 2005 more than 20% of adults who were not
married and not living in a de facto relationship
were in an ongoing relationship with someone
they were not living with. Most people who were
not living with their partner saw him/her several
times a week and about 25% saw their partner
every day. Around 60% of men and women who
had a non co-residential partner reported that
there had been a definite decision not to live
together, at least for the time being. However,
more than 60% said that they intended to live with
their partner in the near future. Compared to men
and women who were married or de facto, rela-
tionship satisfaction among men and women who
did not live with their partner was substantially
lower. 

Endnotes

1 Less than 2% of non co-residential relationships were
same sex relationships.

2 Note that the question asks about the likelihood of getting
married in the future, but does not directly ask about the
likelihood of marrying their current partner. Respondents are
asked to rate on a scale of 1 to 5 how likely it is that they
would ever marry or remarry in the future, with 1 meaning
‘very likely’ and 5 meaning ‘very unlikely’. The percentages
in Table 6 show the proportion who said it was either
likely or very likely that they would marry in the future.

Reference

Haskey, J., 2005, ‘Living arrangements in contem-
porary Britain: Having a partner who usually lives
elsewhere and living apart together (LAT)’,
Population Trends, vol. 122, pp. 35–45.
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Table 9: Relationship satisfaction, by gender, age group and marital status, 2005 (means)

Age group
15–24 25–34 35–44 45–54 55+ Total

Men
Married 9.0 8.6 8.0 8.3 8.9 8.5
De facto 8.5 8.2 8.1 8.0 8.5 8.2
Non co-residential 8.0 7.3 7.4 7.7 7.6 7.6
Total 8.2 8.3 8.0 8.2 8.9 8.4
Women
Married 9.4 8.5 7.8 8.0 8.5 8.2
De facto 8.4 8.3 7.6 7.8 8.3 8.1
Non co-residential 8.2 6.9 7.2 7.1 7.0 7.6
Total 8.4 8.3 7.8 7.9 8.5 8.1

Note: Population weighted results. 
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As in most other Western nations, women in
Australia are having fewer children. Until recently,
Australia had been experiencing a long period of
fertility decline. The average number of children
that women have has fallen from 3.5 in 1961, to 1.7
in 2001 and since then has remained relatively sta-
ble, with an average of 1.8 children in 2004 (ABS,
2007). This trend is reflected in the HILDA Survey,
with younger females having, and planning to
have, fewer children than earlier generations. 

In 2005, women between the age of 18 and 44,
men over 18 with a female partner under the age
of 45 and single men aged between 18 and 54
were asked:1

Would you like to have a child of your
own/more children in the future?

This question was answered on a 0 to 10 scale
where 0 meant ‘definitely not’ and 10 meant ‘def-
initely would’. Then, on a similar scale, respon-
dents were asked:

And how likely are you to have a child/more
children in the future?

A final question asked how many children the
respondent intended to have in the future.

Figure 1 relates to women only. For women in
younger age groups (age 18–44) it shows both the
number of children they already have and the
number they intend to have eventually. For the
older age groups (age 45 and over) only actual
fertility is shown. The evidence indicates that,
while women aged 65 years and over have had an
average of 3 children, women aged between 18
and 34 are now planning to have only 2 children.
The average number of intended children for
women aged between 18 and 24 was 2.1, and 2.2
for women aged 25 to 44. 

In the first HILDA Statistical Report (Headey,
Warren and Harding, 2005) a tendency for men to
desire fewer children than women was identified.
However, if one compares the evidence for men
in Figure 2 with the evidence already given for
women, it is clear that in the two youngest age
groups fertility intentions are now on average
almost identical. 

Fertility intentions
Fertility intentions relate to the number of children one
wishes to have, the gender balance (e.g. one boy and one
girl) and the gender sequence (for example, a boy fol-
lowed by a girl). Demographers are acutely interested in
fertility intentions as one factor determining likely future
population levels. Fertility intentions were asked in detail
for the first time in the HILDA Survey in 2005.
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Fertility: Behaviour and 
intentions, 2005

Figure 1: Actual and intended number of children, 
women in 2005 (means)

Note: Population weighted results.
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Figure 2: Actual and intended number of children, 
men in 2005 (means)

Note: Population weighted results.
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In the 18–24 age group both men and women
mostly intended to have two children; the statistical
average being 2.1. In the 25–29 age group there was
also almost no gender difference, with the statistical
average being 2.2 for both men and women. Only
in the 30–34 and 35–44 age groups was there a very
slight tendency for men to want fewer children.
However, there is some evidence (see Table 1) that
rather more men than women, especially in older
age groups, do not want to have any children.

While the majority of people do intend to have
children eventually, for many their plans do not
relate to the immediate future. Table 1 shows
when men and women aged between 18 and 44,
who currently have no children, intend to have
their first child.



Most men and women aged between 18 and 24
who said they wanted children said that having
their first child was at least four years away, and
over 60% of men and more than 50% of women in
this age group said they did not intend to have
their first child for at least six years. The propor-
tion of men in their late twenties who said they
wanted to have their first child in the next three
years was 37.9%, and for women in their late
twenties it was 48.2%. Over 60% of men and 70%
of women aged between 35 and 44 who want
children but do not have already have them said
they intended to have a child within three years. 

Men and women aged between 18 and 44 who
said they intended to have children, or more chil-
dren if they already had children, were asked what
factors where important when making the decision
about whether to have a child. Respondents were

asked to rate the importance of the statements
shown in Table 2 on a scale of 1 to 4, with 1 mean-
ing ‘not important’ and 4 meaning ‘very important’.
The distribution of responses is shown in Table 2.

For women, age was very important in the decision
about whether to have another child, with around
30% of women saying how old they are was very
important, compared to around 20% of men.
Compared to men and women who already had
children, being able to buy a better home, being
able to make major purchases and giving their par-
ents grandchildren was more important in the deci-
sion to have children for those men and women
who were not yet parents. Just over 40% of women
who had not yet had any children said that the
security of their own or their partner’s job was very
important. Child care was an important factor 
for men and women regardless of whether they
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Table 1: When do you intend to have your first child? Men and women 18–44, 2005 (%)

When intend to have first child
6 or more 

Within 3 years Within 4–5 years years from now Total
Men
18–24 12.2 27.7 60.1 100.0
25–29 37.9 42.1 20.1 100.0
30–34 60.1 24.0 *15.8 100.0
35–39 61.8 *29.2 *9.0 100.0
40–44 69.3 *26.4 *4.3 100.0
Women
18–24 16.3 32.5 51.2 100.0
25–29 48.2 37.4 14.4 100.0
30–34 72.3 26.3 *1.4 100.0
35–39 74.9 *19.2 *6.0 100.0
40–44 *87.4 *12.6 – 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.

Table 2: Factors important in the decision about whether to have a child/more children, men and women aged 
18–44, 2005 (%)

Of limited 
Not important importance Important Very important Total

How old you are
Men—no children yet 22.8 22.2 34.9 20.0 100.0
Men—already parents 29.7 21.9 30.8 17.6 100.0
Women—no children yet 13.7 13.6 43.7 29.1 100.0
Women—already parents 22.4 15.5 31.3 30.9 100.0
The stress and worry of raising children
Men—no children yet 20.3 26.0 34.2 19.6 100.0
Men—already parents 22.3 28.6 31.9 17.2 100.0
Women—no children yet 16.1 24.2 36.0 23.7 100.0
Women—already parents 15.5 21.9 34.8 27.8 100.0
Being able to buy a home or a better home
Men—no children yet 12.5 16.9 35.3 35.3 100.0
Men—already parents 24.9 25.0 31.6 18.6 100.0
Women—no children yet 11.5 20.2 34.4 34.0 100.0
Women—already parents 25.7 24.3 28.5 21.5 100.0
CONTINUED ON PAGE 17
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TABLE 2 CONTINUED FROM PAGE 16

Of limited 
Not important importance Important Very important Total

Being able to make major purchases
Men—no children yet 13.5 30.0 37.1 19.4 100.0
Men—already parents 23.6 35.6 29.8 10.9 100.0
Women—no children yet 13.9 32.2 35.5 18.5 100.0
Women—already parents 27.1 34.4 28.1 10.4 100.0
Having time for leisure and social activities
Men—no children yet 9.5 27.4 39.9 23.2 100.0
Men—already parents 11.6 28.2 40.7 19.4 100.0
Women—no children yet 9.8 30.3 39.4 20.6 100.0
Women—already parents 15.8 35.3 34.2 14.7 100.0
Giving your parents grandchildren
Men—no children yet 31.2 28.6 25.9 14.4 100.0
Men—already parents 53.9 24.8 13.6 7.7 100.0
Women—no children yet 33.1 26.3 23.7 16.9 100.0
Women—already parents 58.7 20.8 12.9 7.7 100.0
Having someone to care for you when you are old
Men—no children yet 33.5 28.0 23.6 14.9 100.0
Men—already parents 44.0 26.6 18.9 10.5 100.0
Women—no children yet 32.3 26.0 22.2 19.6 100.0
Women—already parents 45.3 22.1 19.6 13.0 100.0
Having someone to love
Men—no children yet 10.2 12.6 34.9 42.4 100.0
Men—already parents 15.3 11.5 29.1 44.1 100.0
Women—no children yet 12.2 12.7 31.3 43.8 100.0
Women—already parents 16.7 12.3 23.0 48.1 100.0
Providing more purpose to life
Men—no children yet 12.4 17.8 41.3 28.5 100.0
Men—already parents 18.0 14.7 37.5 29.8 100.0
Women—no children yet 15.3 18.8 36.5 29.5 100.0
Women—already parents 17.1 16.7 32.9 33.4 100.0
Having time and energy for your career
Men—no children yet 12.6 26.9 42.9 17.6 100.0
Men—already parents 23.0 30.0 33.1 13.9 100.0
Women—no children yet 13.7 29.1 39.0 18.3 100.0
Women—already parents 28.7 28.2 30.0 13.1 100.0
Your spouse or partner having time and energy for a career
Men—no children yet 11.0 23.4 44.7 21.0 100.0
Men—already parents 18.8 29.3 37.3 14.6 100.0
Women—no children yet 8.3 20.2 48.0 23.4 100.0
Women—already parents 17.7 22.1 42.0 18.2 100.0
The security of your or your partner’s job
Men—no children yet 13.0 16.1 36.6 34.4 100.0
Men—already parents 19.8 19.4 31.5 29.3 100.0
Women—no children yet 9.1 12.5 38.3 40.1 100.0
Women—already parents 19.4 16.6 31.0 33.0 100.0
The availability and affordability of good quality child care
Men—no children yet 15.7 19.7 33.4 31.2 100.0
Men—already parents 22.0 17.3 31.7 29.0 100.0
Women—no children yet 11.5 17.0 33.7 37.9 100.0
Women—already parents 24.2 16.7 27.9 31.2 100.0

Note: Population weighted results. 



already had children, with 71.6% of women and
64.6% of men who were not yet parents and 59.1%
of women and 60.7% of men who were already
parents saying that the availability and affordability
of good quality child care was either important or
very important in their decision about whether to
have a child (or another child). It is also interesting
to note that the proportion of men and women
who said that being able to buy a home, make
major purchases, having the time and energy for
their career and giving their parents grandchildren
was very important was quite similar once whether
or not they already had children was controlled for. 

Some of the responses about the factors important
in the decision whether to have a child or another
child differed substantially with age. For example,
37.2% of women aged between 35 and 44 who
had not yet had children and 43.4% of women
aged between 35 and 44 who already had children
said how old they were was very important in the
decision about whether to have a child, compared
to 28.2% of women aged between 18 and 34 who
were not yet mothers and 18.9% of women aged
between 18 and 34 who already had children.
Overall, compared to men and women aged
between 18 and 34, a higher proportion of men
and women aged between 35 and 44 said age and
the stress and worry of raising children were very
important. On the other hand, the other factors
described in Table 2, such as being able to buy a
home or a better home and having the time and
energy for a career were more important for men
and women aged between 18 and 34 than they
were for men and women aged between 35 and 44.

Is there a gender preference? 

In many countries there has traditionally been a
preference for male children. Table 3 summarises
the responses of men (aged 18–54 or had a partner
aged 18–44) and women (aged 18–44) who were
asked whether they would prefer their next child to
be a boy or a girl. In some cases the respondents
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Table 3: Preferred gender of next child, 2005 (%)

Preferred gender of next child
Boy Girl Doesn’t matter Total 

Men
No children 34.4 5.0 60.7 100.0
Only boys *9.1 25.7 65.3 100.0
Only girls 44.3 *4.7 51.0 100.0
At least one boy and one girl *17.9 *7.2 74.9 100.0
Total 32.0 7.0 61.1 100.0
Women
No children 22.2 15.6 62.2 100.0
Only boys *3.5 38.2 58.3 100.0
Only girls 24.7 *8.3 67.0 100.0
At least one boy and one girl *12.8 *16.0 71.2 100.0
Total 19.6 17.6 62.8 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.

had no children yet, so they were essentially being
asked about the preferred gender of their first child.
In other cases, they already had one or more chil-
dren, so their answers were (presumably) affected
by the gender(s) of their existing children.

While over 60% of men and women said that they
had no preference about the gender of their next
child, there appears to be some preference for male
children, or at least a preference for the first child to
be male. This is clearly true for men and, by a
smaller majority, for women too—34.4% of men
who had not already had a child wanted their first
child to be a boy, compared with 5.0% who wanted
a girl; 22.2% of women who had not had children
said they first wanted a boy and 15.6% wanted a girl. 

There is also some evidence of a desire for at least
one boy and one girl, with 44.3% of men and 24.7%
of women with at least daughter and no sons say-
ing that they would prefer that their next child be a
boy, and 25.7% of men and 38.2% of women who
had at least one son and no daughters saying they
would like their next child to be a girl.2

How many do not intend to have children 
at all?

In 2003 we found that, compared to women, quite
a lot of men did not intend to have children.3

Table 4 shows that in 2005 the proportion of men
aged between 18 and 44 who said they did not
intend to have any children was higher than that

Table 4: Men and women who do not have children and 
do not intend to have children, 2005 (%)

Age group Men Women Total
18–24 13.5 13.5 13.5
25–29 11.0 13.1 12.0
30–34 14.3 9.4 11.8
35–44 14.7 10.0 12.3
Total (18–44) 13.7 11.2 12.5

Note: Population weighted results.
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of women, but not by very much. In the older age
groups the difference was more marked.

In 2005, 11.2% of women and 13.7% of men aged
between 18 and 44 said they did not intend to have
any children. The proportion of men and women
aged between 18 and 24 who said they did not
intend to have any children was 13.5%, compared
to 11% of men and 13.1% of women aged between
25 and 29, 14.3% of men and 9.4% of women aged
between 30 and 34 and 14.7% of men and 10.0%
of women aged between 35 and 44. 

Medical reasons for not having children

Respondents were asked if, based on medical
advice, they knew of any physical or health rea-
son that would make it difficult for them (or their
partner) to have children. 8.1% reported a medical
reason that would make it difficult to have chil-
dren.4 Respondents aged between 18 and 44 were
also asked if they or their partner had ever had an
operation such as a tubal ligation, hysterectomy or
vasectomy, that makes it impossible to have chil-
dren (or any more children). Table 5 shows that
13.9% said that they or their partner had had such
an operation.

Overall, it was more common for women than
men to have had an operation that prevents them
from having any (more) children, with 11.3% of
men and 16.4% of women saying they had under-
gone such an operation. The proportion of men
and women who had an operation increased sub-
stantially with age, from less than 1% of men and
women aged between 18 and 24 to 25.7% of men
and 35.1% of women aged between 35 and 44. 

It was much more common for men and women
who already had children to have undergone an
operation to prevent them having children, with
34.1% of men and 39.2% of women who had
already had children saying they had undergone
such an operation, compared to only 3.7% of men
and 11.4% of women aged between 35 and 44
who had not had any children. 

Birth control

Respondents who did not report any reasons why
they would not be able to have children were then
asked about birth control. Table 6 shows the pro-
portion of men and women who said they used
some form of contraception.5

Overall, 71.7% of men and 71.3% of women who
were married or living in a de facto relationship
said that they used some form of contraception,
compared to 70% of men and 76.2% of women
who were in an ongoing relationship but not liv-
ing with their partner. Almost 50% of single men
and 40.8% of single women used contraception.
The proportion of men and women who said they
used contraception decreased with age, particu-
larly for men and women who were not living
with a partner. Men and women who said that
they currently used some type of contraception
were asked what type of birth control they used.
The responses are summarised in Table 7.

Condoms were the most common type of contra-
ception used. More than 95% of single men who
said they used some type of contraception said
they used condoms. The contraceptive pill was
the second most common type of contraception
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Table 5: Had an operation that makes it impossible to have children, 2005 (%) 

No children Has children All
Age group Men Women All Men Women All Men Women All
18–24 *0.3 *0.6 *0.4 *2.2 *2.6 *2.4 0.4 0.8 0.6
25–29 *0.2 *0.5 *0.3 2.9 6.8 5.3 0.8 2.9 1.8
30–34 *2.4 *1.4 2.1 14.7 15.9 15.5 8.3 11.1 9.7
35–44 3.7 11.4 6.5 34.1 39.2 36.9 25.7 35.1 30.6
Total 1.2 2.1 1.6 25.7 28.3 27.2 11.3 16.4 13.9

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.

Table 6: Use of contraception, 2005 (%)

Men Women
Non Living Non Living
co- with co- with

residential spouse or residential spouse or
Age group Single partner partner All Single partner partner All
18–24 50.5 74.8 78.1 60.7 40.4 79.4 72.6 60.3
25–29 52.1 65.6 73.8 64.1 55.7 86.9 76.3 71.6
30–34 48.4 67.0 72.8 66.2 39.3 68.9 67.9 61.8
35–44 38.6 62.9 68.8 60.0 29.4 56.0 70.4 61.2
Total 48.0 70.0 71.7 62.3 40.8 76.2 71.3 63.0

Note: Population weighted results. 



used, with 67% of single women, 65.4% of women
in non co-residential relationships and 53.5% of
women who were living with a spouse or partner
saying that they used the pill. Contraceptive injec-
tions such as Depo-Provera were more commonly
used by single women than women who were liv-
ing with a spouse or partner, while IUD and the
rhythm method were more commonly used by
women who were living with their partner.

Concluding points

In 2005, fertility preferences among women and men
were almost identical. On average, men and women
aged between 18 and 44 wanted to have two chil-
dren. However, for many, having their first child was
not something they planned to do in the near future.
Most 18 to 24 year olds said having their first child
was something they wanted to do at least six years
from now. In making the decision about whether or
not to have children, or to have another child, child
care was an important factor for men and women
regardless of whether they already had children. 

Compared to men and women who already had
children, being able to buy a better home; being
able to make major purchases; and giving their
parents grandchildren was more important in the
decision to have children for men and women
who were not already parents. Furthermore, com-
pared to men and women aged between 18 and
34, a higher proportion of men and women aged
between 35 and 44 said age and the stress and
worry of raising children were very important,
while other factors, such as being able to buy a
home and having the time and energy for a career
were more important for men and women aged

between 18 and 34 than they were for men and
women aged between 35 and 44.

Endnotes

1 Men and women who were over 18 but still living at
home with their parents were excluded from these fer-
tility questions.

2 Kippen, Evans and Gray (2006) also found that, in
Australia, mothers with two children of the same gender
were more likely to have a third child than mothers with
a son and a daughter, suggesting a desire for at least one
son and one daughter.

3 In the 18–24 age group, 25.2% of men said they did not
want any children, compared to 16.4% of women.

4 Women who were pregnant at the time of interview and
men with a partner or spouse who was pregnant at the
time of interview were not asked these questions.

5 The question asked was ‘Do you (and your partner) use
birth control measures? That is, are you using some form
of contraception including natural methods such as the
rhythm method?’
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Table 7: Type of contraception, 2005 (%)

Men Women
Non Living Non Living
co- with co- with

Type of residential spouse or residential spouse or
contraception Single partner partner All Single partner partner All
Condoms 95.6 70.2 43.0 61.8 47.1 54.0 61.6 57.5
Contraceptive pill 15.9 51.6 54.1 56.5 67.0 65.4 53.5 41.8
Withdrawal 6.8 *5.0 5.8 5.9 *0.4 *5.3 6.1 4.9
Implants (e.g. Norplant) *0.8 *3.1 5.1 3.6 *6.5 *5.3 5.4 5.6
Injectables 
(e.g. Depo-Provera) *0.0 *1.9 *2.4 1.7 7.6 *6.8 2.5 4.2
Safe period method 
(rhythm method) *1.0 *0.8 2.9 2.0 *0.0 *1.5 4.9 3.4
Intra-uterine device (IUD) *0.3 *0.0 3.1 1.8 *1.8 *1.5 3.8 3.0
Foam/cream/jelly/suppository 1.3 *0.4 *0.1 *0.5 *0.7 *0.0 *0.1 *0.2
Hormonal emergency 
contraception afterwards 
‘morning after pill’ *0.5 *1.6 *0.1 *0.5 *1.1 *0.8 *0.2 *0.5
Diaphragm *0.3 *0.4 *0.1 *0.2 *0.4 *0.4 *0.2 *0.3
Persona *0.0 *0.0 *0.0 *0.0 *0.0 *0.4 *0.1 *0.1
Other *0.8 *0.8 *0.6 *0.7 *1.8 *0.8 *0.9 *1.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable. Multiple response question, columns do not add to 100.
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Australian parents are currently entitled to a
period of up to 52 weeks of unpaid parental leave
at the time of birth of a child. While female
employees may take up to 52 weeks of unpaid
maternity leave during or after their pregnancy,
male employees are only entitled to one week of
unpaid leave within a week of the birth of his
child, and a longer period of continuous unpaid
parental leave only if the father is to be the child’s
primary care giver (Andrews, 2006). Since 1993,
working parents in permanent full-time jobs have
had access to 52 weeks unpaid parental leave to
be shared between the parents, and in 2000, this
entitlement was extended to long-term casuals
(Baird, 2004).1

Furthermore, Australia is one of the few countries
in the world to have no general provision for paid
maternity leave. Figures from the Australian
Bureau of Statistics show that in August 2005, only
43.7% of female employees and 34.5% of male
employees were entitled to paid parental leave
(ABS, 2007).

In 2005, HILDA Survey respondents with children
aged 24 or younger were asked whether they
were working at any time in the 12 months before
each of their children was born, and whether they
took any formal parental leave. Figure 1 shows the
proportion of men and women who were work-
ing before their children was born, by the year of
birth of the child.2

The proportion of women who had worked at
some time in the 12 months before having a baby

increased from 49.2% in 1983 to 66.6% in 2005. In
most years between 1981 and 2005, over 90% of
men were employed in the 12 months before their
child was born. With more parental leave becom-
ing available to Australian workers in recent years,
Figure 2 shows that the proportion of men and
women who took (paid or unpaid) parental leave
when their children were born has increased sub-
stantially.3

The proportion of women who were employed at
some time in the 12 months before their child was
born and then took formal maternity leave was
23.9% in 1982 and had risen to almost 60% by 2004.
The proportion of men who took some paternity
leave when their child was born increased from
6.9% in 1982 to 29.3% in 2005. 

How long before the birth of a child do
women stop working?

Women who were aged between 18 and 44 who
had at least one child were also asked how long
before the birth of their youngest child they
stopped working, and when they returned to
work after the birth of their youngest child. Table
1 shows the distribution of responses to the ques-
tion ‘How long before the birth (of your youngest
child) did you stop paid employment?’4

The proportion of women who took no time off
work at all before the birth of their youngest child
has increased slightly in the last two decades, with
8.9% of women whose youngest child was born in
2001 or later saying they did not take any time off
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Parental leave

Figure 1: Proportion of men and women who were employed in the 12 months before their child was born, 1981–2005

Note: Population weighted results.
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Figure 2: Proportion of men and women who took formal parental leave when their child was born, 1981–2005

Note: Population weighted results.
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Table 1: How long before the birth of your youngest child did you stop paid employment? Women aged 18–44 in 2005 (%)

Year of birth of youngest child
1990 or before 1991–1995 1996–2000 2001–2005 Total 

Did not stop worka 6.3 4.6 8.0 8.9 7.1
1–2 weeks 11.6 13.6 15.2 16.8 14.5
3–4 weeks 13.5 16.0 14.2 16.0 15.0
5–6 weeks *5.1 7.0 5.4 9.3 6.8
7–8 weeks 7.7 7.3 9.1 10.0 8.7
9–12 weeks 10.5 9.4 7.9 8.0 8.8
13–26 weeks *6.1 7.2 *3.8 10.0 6.9
27–52 weeks *4.4 *5.4 *3.4 6.1 4.8
More than 12 months 34.8 29.6 33.1 14.9 27.5
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable. a This category includes women whose baby was born earlier than expected.

Table 2: How long after the birth of your youngest child did you start paid employment again? Women aged 18–44 
in 2005 (%)

Year of birth of youngest child
1990 or before 1991–1995 1996–2000 2001–2003 2004–2005 Total 

1 month or less 8.3 7.5 7.7 9.3 4.4 7.8
2–3 months 8.8 7.7 7.3 6.6 10.6 8.0
4–5 months *3.2 *3.8 4.8 3.9 2.7 3.8
6–7 months *4.9 *7.0 5.3 4.9 5.0 5.5
8–9 months *3.3 3.3 5.4 4.6 6.3 4.3
10–11 months 1.5 *2.6 2.6 6.7 5.4 3.3
12–17 months 7.2 9.8 9.4 10.8 2.7 8.6
18–23 months *1.6 *3.9 *2.5 5.2 *0.6 2.9
24–60 months 17.4 18.2 16.6 8.5 n.a. 14.4
More than 5 years 23.7 11.5 *4.8 n.a. n.a. 9.7
Has not returned yet 20.2 24.5 33.7 39.6 62.4 31.8
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.
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work before the birth of their youngest child, com-
pared to 8% of women whose youngest child was
born between 1996 and 2000, 4.6% of women
whose youngest child was born between 1991 and
1995 and 6.3% of women whose youngest child was
born in 1990 or before. Furthermore, the proportion
of women who left work only one or two weeks
before their child was born has also increased, from
11.6% of women whose youngest child was born in
1990 or before, to 16.8% of women whose youngest
child was born in 2001 or later. 

How soon do women return to work after the
birth of a child?

Census data (Megalogenis, 2007) show that in 2001,
the age of the youngest child when the majority of
(partnered) mothers were employed had fallen to
two years, and by 2006 that figure had halved
again, to just one year. Furthermore, in 1996, only
32% of women with a baby aged less than 12
months were back at work, compared to 40% in
August 2006 (Megalogenis, 2007).5 Presumably,
more women are returning to work sooner after
the birth of a child because many are not entitled
to paid maternity leave and cannot cope with the
loss in household income. Table 2 shows the dis-
tribution of responses when mothers with children
aged under 25 in 2005 were asked how long it
was before they started employment again after
the birth of their youngest child.

Just under 8% of women with a child under the
age of 25 had returned to work within one month
of the birth of their youngest child, and a further
8% had returned to work within two or three
months. The proportion of women who were back
at work within three months of having a baby has
not changed much in the past two decades, with
17.1% of women who had their youngest child in
1990 or before returning to work in less than four
months, compared to 15.9% of women who had
their youngest child between 2001 and 2003.
Overall, the proportion of women who had
returned to work within 12 months of the birth of
a child increased from 30% of women whose
youngest child was born in 1990 or before, to
36.0% of women who had had a child between
2001 and 2003.

Concluding points

Parental leave for both mothers and fathers has
become much more common in the last 20 years,
with all parents now entitled to up to 52 weeks of
unpaid parental leave. However, in 2005, only
41% of female employees and 31.5% of male
employees were entitled to paid parental leave.
The proportion of women who took very little or
no time off work before the birth of their youngest
child has increased slightly over the past two
decades. Furthermore, the proportion of women

who had returned to work within 12 months of
the birth of a child has increased slightly from 30%
of women whose youngest child was born in 1990
or before, to 35.4% of women who had had a
child in the five years up to 2005.6

Endnotes

1 MacDermott (1996) argued that this unpaid leave means
that women, who tend to utilise unpaid maternity leave
more than men, not only bear the child but also the eco-
nomic cost, necessitating a period of dependency on
their partner.

2 Parents with more than one child were asked separately
whether they were working before the birth of each of
their children. It should be noted that there may be
some recall bias here, as for some mothers, the birth of
their youngest child was over twenty years ago. 

3 Note: formal maternity leave includes paid and unpaid
parental leave agreed to by their employer.

4 The proportion of women who had never worked before
the birth of their youngest child was 29.4% for mothers
whose youngest child was born in 1990 or before, 20.3%
for mothers whose youngest child was born between
1991 and 1995, 18.9% for mothers whose youngest child
was born between 1996 and 2000, and 8.7 for mothers
whose youngest child was born in 2001 or later.

5 These numbers relate to mothers in a couple family. For
sole parents, the average age of the youngest child
when mothers returned to work was 6 in both 2001 and
2006 (Megalogenis, 2007). 

6 The increasing proportion of women returning to 
work sooner after the birth of the youngest child may 
be offset by more fathers taking time off after the birth
or parents sharing the responsibilities of staying at home
with the children. For instance the lower income earner
may stay at home to care for the children when they are
very young.
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Issues related to child care have become more
important over the last two decades. Changes in
women’s employment patterns and changes in
family structures (e.g. a growing number of lone
parent families) have created a growing need for
child care that is both accessible and affordable.
According to the Australian Institute of Health and
Welfare (2005), 61,000 Australian children were
prevented from attending child care in 2003
because of a lack of child care places, a further
30,000 children were not in child care because the
cost was too high, and 22,000 could not access a
place because there were none in the area.

In last year’s HILDA Statistical Report (Headey and
Warren, 2007), we found that in 2004, 28.6% of
households had at least one resident child under
the age of 15 and 42.8% of those households had
used, or considered using, some type of child care
in the past 12 months. Of those households where
work-related child care was used for school aged
children, 65.2% used informal child care only, and
the most common type of informal child care was
a grandparent who was not living with the family.
For those who used formal child care, most used
out of hours care at the child’s school, and very
few used family day care or a paid sitter. Child
care arrangements for pre-school age children
were quite different to that of school aged chil-
dren. Almost 65% of the households who used
child care for pre-school age children while the
parents were working used formal child care, the
most common types being private or community
long day care centres and family day care. Non
work-related child care was less common, but, as
with work-related child care, the majority of non

work-related child care used for school aged chil-
dren was informal, while for pre-school age chil-
dren more formal child care was used.

Child care in 2005

Table 1 shows the number of households with
children under 15, and the proportion of house-
holds who had used, or had considered using,
child care in the 12 months prior to their 2005
interviews. In 2005, 28.4% of households had at
least one resident child under the age of 15 and
43.9% of those households had used, or consid-
ered using, some type of child care in the past 12
months. While 49.3% of households with children
under 2 years old had used or considered using
child care in the last 12 months, it was more com-
mon for parents with children aged between 2 and
5 to consider using child care, with 60.1% of
households with children aged 2 to 3 years and
54% households with children aged 4 to 5 years
using or considering using child care, compared to
47.8% of households with children aged between
6 and 9 years, and only 29.9% of households with
children aged between 10 and 14 years. Overall,
work-related child care was more common than
non work-related child care, with 41.3% of house-
holds with children under 15 using work-related
child care, compared to 24.4% of households who
use child care while the parents are doing non work
activities. 

The following tables describe the types of child
care used, and the average number of hours spent
per week in child care for school age children and
pre-school age children.
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Child care: Issues and persistence of
problems, 2005

Table 1: Proportion of households with resident children, by age of children, 2005 (%)

Proportion who Proportion Proportion
Proportion of used or who used who used 
households considered work-related non work-related 

with children using child care child care child care
in this in the past in the past in the past 

age group 12 months 12 months 12 months
Households with at least one 
child aged under 2 years 6.5 49.3 39.7 37.1
Households with at least one 
child aged 2–3 years 6.2 60.1 48.4 43.1
Households with at least one 
child aged 4–5 years 6.0 54.0 45.3 31.2
Households with at least one 
child aged 6–9 years 10.8 47.8 43.9 23.9
Households with at least one 
child aged 10–14 years 13.6 29.9 32.8 14.8
Total—households with children 
aged under 15 years 28.4 43.9 41.3 24.3

Note: Population weighted results.
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Work-related child care

Table 2 shows the types of child care used in a
usual week for school aged children in house-
holds where child care was used while the 
parents were at work. Of those households where
work-related child care was used for school aged
children, 59.8% used informal child care only,
22.3% only used formal child care and 17.9% 
used a combination of formal and informal child
care. Overall, almost 78% of households who 
used child care for their school aged children
while the parents were working used informal
child care, while only 40.2% used some type of
formal child care. 

School aged children spent an average of 8.7
hours a week in child care while their parents
were at work. The most common type of work-
related child care used for school aged children
was formal outside of school hours care, which
was used by 32.8% of households where child
care was used for their school aged children.
Other types of formal child care, such as family
day care or a paid sitter or nanny were quite
uncommon. In terms of informal care, school age
children look after themselves while their parents
are at work in 20.3% of households, 24.8% of
school aged children are cared for by a non-resi-
dent grandparent, 19.5% are cared for by an older
brother or sister, 11.7% are looked after by another
non-resident relative and 12.9% go to a friend or
neighbour’s home.

Compared to school aged children, child care
arrangements for children who were not yet old
enough to attend school were quite different—it

was much more common for pre-school age chil-
dren to be in formal child care. Table 3 shows the
types of work-related child care used for pre-
school age children. 

Of those households where work-related child
care was used for children who were not old
enough to go to school, 45.6% only used formal
child care, 25.3% only used informal child care
and 29.1% used a combination of formal and
informal care.

Pre-schoolers who were in child care while their
parents were working spent an average of 21
hours per week in child care. The obvious expla-
nation for the difference in hours of child care
used for pre-school children and school aged chil-
dren is that pre-school aged children need extra
child care for the hours when the school aged
children are in school. For children who are not
old enough to go to school, the most common
type of informal child care arrangement is being
cared for by a non-resident grandparent, with
33.7% of pre-schoolers being cared for by a grand-
parent while their parents are at work. The most
common form of formal child care for pre-school
age children was a private or community long day
care centre, with 34.8% attending this type of child
care while their parents were at work.

Non employment-related child care

In 2005, non employment-related child care 
(child care used while parents are not at work) is
less common than work-related child care, partic-
ularly for school aged children. Table 4 shows 
the types of non work-related child care used for
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Table 2: Work-related child care for school aged children, 2005 

Proportion of households that Average number of 
used this type of child care (%) hours per child per week

Informal child care
The child’s brother or sister 19.5 4.8
Child looks after self 20.3 5.0
Child comes to my (or my partner’s) workplace *4.0 *8.0
Child’s grandparent who lives with us *3.5 *11.6
Child’s grandparent who lives elsewhere 24.8 6.5
Other relative who lives with us *0.7 *13.6
Other relative who lives elsewhere 11.7 7.6
A friend or neighbour coming to our home *2.5 *3.3
A friend or neighbour in their home 12.9 5.6
Child’s other parent not living in household *0.2 –
Total—informal child care 77.7 7.7
Formal child care
Formal outside of school hours care 32.8 6.6
A paid sitter or nanny 5.6 5.3
Family day care *2.8 *7.9
Total—formal child care 40.2 6.7
Total—formal and/or informal child care 100.0 8.7

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable. The sample included in this table is households where child care is used for
school age children while the parents were at work. Hours not asked for care by other parent not living in household.



school aged children, and the average number of
hours per week spent in non employment-related
child care.

Of those households where non employment-
related child care was used for school aged chil-
dren, 84.0% used informal care only, 11.1% only
used formal child care, and 4.9% used a combina-
tion of formal and informal care. The average
amount of non work-related child care for school
aged children was 5.5 hours per week. Like work-
related child care, the majority of non work-

related child care used for school aged children
was informal, and the most common type of infor-
mal child care was a non-resident grandparent. 

Compared to school aged children, non employ-
ment-related child care was a lot more common
for children who were not yet old enough to go
to school. Table 5 shows the types of non work-
related child care used for pre-school aged chil-
dren, as well as the average number of hours per
week pre-school aged children spent in non work-
related child care.
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Table 4: Non work-related child care for school aged children, 2005 

Proportion of households that Average number of 
used this type of child care (%) hours per child per week

Informal child care
The child’s brother or sister 18.9 2.4
Child’s grandparent who lives with us *2.7 *4.3
Child’s grandparent who lives elsewhere 29.9 5.3
Other relative who lives with us *4.3 *9.4
Other relative who lives elsewhere 22.2 4.0
A friend or neighbour coming to our home *8.3 *3.8
A friend or neighbour in their home 25.1 3.6
Total—informal child care 88.9 5.2
Formal child care
A paid sitter or nanny *8.0 *3.8
Family day care *0.0 n.a.
Private or community long day care centre *1.1 *1.6
Formal outside of school hours care *7.7 *8.4
Total—formal child care 16.0 5.9
Total—formal and/or informal child care 100.0 5.5

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable. The sample included in this table is households where child care is used for
school aged children while the parents were not at work. 

Table 3: Work-related child care for pre-school aged children, 2005 

Proportion of households that Average number of 
used this type of child care (%) hours per child per week

Informal child care
The child’s brother or sister *1.8 *5.3
Child’s grandparent who lives with us *1.4 23.7
Child’s grandparent who lives elsewhere 33.7 11.9
Other relative who lives with us *1.5 16.5
Other relative who lives elsewhere 13.7 10.7
A friend or neighbour coming to our home 4.8 6.8
A friend or neighbour in their home *4.5 *13.0
Total—informal child care 54.4 19.7
Formal child care
A paid sitter or nanny 5.3 10.2
Family day care 26.3 19.1
Long day care centre at workplace 8.1 17.7
Private or community long day care centre 34.8 20.0
Kindergarten or preschool 11.4 12.2
Total—formal child care 70.9 12.9
Total—formal and/or informal child care 100.0 21.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable. The sample included in this table is households where child care is used for 
pre-school age children while the parents were at work. 
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The number of hours pre-school aged children
spent in non work-related child care varied signif-
icantly between formal and informal child care
types. The average time spent in informal child
care was 5.1 hours per week, but pre-school age
children who spent time in formal child care spent
an average of 8.6 hours per week in non work-
related child care.

The most common type of informal child care
used for pre-school children while parents were
undertaking non work-related activities was a
non-resident grandparent, with almost 50% of
households who use non work-related child care
for their pre-school aged children using this
option. The common type of formal non work-
related child care used for pre-school age children
was a private or community long day care centre.

Difficulties with child care

Each year, parents who had used or considered
using child care were asked about the difficulties
they had encountered. They were asked to rate
the level of difficulty they had with various aspects
of child care on a scale from 0 to 10, with 0 being
‘no problem at all’ and 10 being ‘very much a
problem’. Table 6 shows the proportion of couple
and lone parent households who had difficulties
with these aspects of child care (i.e. gave a rating
of 8 or more out of 10) in each of the five years
from 2001 to 2005. 

The most common problem encountered was
finding care for a sick child, with around 24% of
couple households and around 37% of lone par-
ent households reporting this difficulty in 2005.
Apart from problems such as the lack of care
available for sick children and the exclusion of

sick children from child care, this type of child
care would have to be arranged at very short
notice, so, in that sense would be more difficult
than other problems, which can usually be sorted
out over time. Finding care for a sick child at short
notice was more of a problem for lone parent
households than couple households, possibly
because, compared to couple families, they have
fewer family members available to take care of
their children at short notice (i.e. couple families
are more likely to have two sets of grandparents
to rely on).

It was also quite common for people to report dif-
ficulties with the cost of child care. Over 20% of
couple households reported this problem every
year, and between 15 and the proportion of lone
parent households who reported problems with
the costs of child care ranged from 14.7% in 2002
to 25.6% in 2005. 

Difficulties with child care: Are people in
regional and remote areas worse off?

One might expect that, compared to families liv-
ing in major cities, households in regional and
remote areas of Australia would have more diffi-
culties finding appropriate child care for their chil-
dren. Table 7 compares the child care difficulties
reported in 2005 by families living in major cities,
in inner regional areas and in outer regional and
remote areas of Australia.1

Difficulties finding good quality child care, getting
care for the hours you need and finding a place at
the child care centre of choice were most common
in outer regional and remote areas, while families in
inner regional areas had the least amount of prob-
lems with these aspects of child care. Only 8.3% of
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Table 5: Non work-related child care for pre-school aged children, 2005

Proportion of households that Average number of 
used this type of child care (%) hours per child per week

Informal child care
The child’s brother or sister *1.8 *2.4
Child’s grandparent who lives with us *1.1 *3.1
Child’s grandparent who lives elsewhere 47.3 5.2
Other relative who lives with us *4.2 *3.3
Other relative who lives elsewhere 25.6 2.9
A friend or neighbour coming to our home *10.3 *2.3
A friend or neighbour in their home *4.5 *6.6
Total—informal child care 77.9 5.1
Formal child care
A paid sitter or nanny *6.1 *4.1
Family day care 11.4 9.9
Private or community long day care centre 12.1 8.1
Kindergarten or preschool *4.0 *7.0
Total—formal child care 29.0 8.6
Total—formal and/or informal child care 100.0 6.5

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable. The sample included in this table is households where child care is used for 
pre-school aged children while the parents were not at work. 



households who used child care in inner regional
areas reported high levels of difficulty (8 or more out
of 10) with finding good quality child care, com-
pared to 17.4% of households in major cities and
23.6% of households in outer regional and remote
areas. Similarly, 7.8% of households in inner regional
areas reported problems finding a place at the child
care centre of their choice, compared to 17.1% of
households in major cities and 20.8% of households

in outer regional or remote areas. Compared to
households in inner regional areas, it was more
common for parents living in major cities to say that
finding the right person to take care of their child
was a problem. Difficulties with cost of child care
was also a more common problem in major cities,
with 27.7% of households using child care in major
cities reporting high levels of difficulties, compared
to 16.4% of households in inner regional areas.
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Table 6: Difficulties with child care, 2001–2005 (%)

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
Couple households
Finding good quality child care 14.1 14.0 15.6 15.9 16.0
Finding the right person to take care of your child 16.3 16.8 14.9 17.2 14.6
Getting care for the hours you need 16.1 15.3 16.9 16.8 16.8
Finding care for a sick child 28.7 28.8 27.6 28.6 23.7
Finding care during school holidays 11.7 13.8 12.4 12.4 8.9
The cost of child care 22.4 20.8 21.4 23.8 23.1
Juggling multiple child care arrangements 12.2 13.8 12.4 11.0 8.0
Finding care for a difficult or special needs child 5.6 *10.7 *10.7 *12.9 *2.0
Finding a place at the child care centre of your choice 17.2 19.5 21.7 21.4 14.9
Finding a child care centre in the right location 14.0 15.9 18.4 19.1 11.2
Finding care your child/children are happy with 9.0 10.1 9.7 11.6 9.7
Any of the above 48.2 47.0 47.1 49.3 48.2
Lone parent households
Finding good quality child care 18.8 14.3 14.9 *9.8 15.0
Finding the right person to take care of your child 19.3 19.4 19.3 19.8 20.7
Getting care for the hours you need 24.2 21.2 22.6 13.6 21.5
Finding care for a sick child 41.9 46.2 39.0 38.3 36.7
Finding care during school holidays 20.6 18.3 18.9 14.3 18.5
The cost of child care 23.3 14.7 18.6 16.9 25.6
Juggling multiple child care arrangements 19.7 15.7 16.4 *14.8 15.5
Finding care for a difficult or special needs child 20.3 *22.9 *32.7 *23.0 *6.4
Finding a place at the child care centre of your choice 20.0 13.9 20.4 *15.5 14.7
Finding a child care centre in the right location 16.1 12.9 17.6 *12.0 11.8
Finding care your child/children are happy with 16.4 13.6 16.3 *10.9 13.4
Any of the above 60.4 54.9 54.3 50.4 61.6

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.

Table 7: Difficulties with child care in cities, regional and remote areas, 2005 (%)

Inner Outer regional 
Major city regional and remote Total

Finding good quality child care 17.4 8.3 23.6 15.9
Finding the right person to take care of your child 17.5 10.4 *20.2 16.1
Getting care for the hours you need 18.6 13.3 24.7 18.0
Finding care for a sick child 24.5 26.8 36.2 26.3
Finding care during school holidays 10.4 8.3 *19.8 10.9
The cost of child care 27.7 16.4 *15.8 23.7
Juggling multiple child care arrangements 10.3 *8.2 *6.8 9.5
Finding care for a difficult or special needs child *3.0 *2.8 *4.0 3.1
Finding a place at the child care centre of your choice 17.1 7.8 20.8 15.2
Finding a child care centre in the right location 13.0 *6.5 *15.4 11.7
Finding care your child/children are happy with 11.2 *6.9 16.1 10.7
Any of the above 52.4 43.3 58.5 50.9

Note: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.
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Concluding points

Work-related child care is more common than non
work-related child care, with 41.3% of households
with children under 15 using work-related child
care, compared to 24.4% of households who use
child care while the parents are doing non work
activities. Compared to school aged children, non
employment-related child care was a lot more
common for children who were not yet old
enough to go to school. For both work-related and
non work-related child care, it was more common
for younger children to be in formal child care
such as family day care or a private or community
long day care centre, while informal care was
more commonly used for school age children. 

The most common child care problem encoun-
tered was finding care for a sick child. It was also
quite common for people to report difficulties
with the cost of child care—around 20% of house-
holds who used child care reported this problem.
Households in regional and remote areas had the
most difficulties finding good quality child care,
getting the child care hours they needed and find-

ing a place at the child care centre of their choice,
while households in major cities had more diffi-
culties with the cost of child care and finding the
right person to take care of their child.

Endnote

1 Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia (ARIA)
regions are used throughout this Report. Note that under
this classification Hobart is ‘inner regional’ and Darwin is
‘outer-regional’. The other capital cities are metropolitan.
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Parenting stress and 
work–family stress
Most parents feel stressed from time to time. This
stress may be a result of juggling work and family
arrangements, finding adequate child care, taking
care of ill or disabled children, parenting adoles-
cents or teenagers, troubles getting along with
stepchildren, or just the daily stresses associated
with being a parent. 

In each year of the HILDA Survey, men and
women with parenting responsibilities for children
aged 17 or younger are asked how strongly they
agree or disagree with statements related to par-
enting stress like, ‘I feel trapped by my responsi-
bilities as a parent’ and ‘I find that taking care of
my child is much more work than pleasure’. The
response scale runs from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree). 

In previous HILDA Statistical Reports we found
that the majority of parents fell into the category
of medium parenting stress, and sole parents

reported higher levels of parenting stress than 
parents who were married or in a de facto rela-
tionship. Table 1 shows the percentage of parents
who reported high levels of parenting stress (6 or
7 out of 7) in the five years from 2001 to 2005.1

In all five years, lone mothers reported the high-
est levels of parenting stress and partnered fathers
reported relatively low levels of parenting stress.
In 2005, 16.9% of lone mothers and 11.4% of lone
fathers reported high levels of parenting stress,
compared to 9.1% of partnered mothers and only
4.3% of fathers with partners.

Work–family stress

Parents in who were in paid work were also asked
how strongly they agreed or disagreed with state-
ments relating to work–family stress, such as
‘Because of my family responsibilities, the time I
spend working is less enjoyable and more pressured’

Table 1: Proportion of parents with high levels of parenting stress by gender and marital status, 2001–2005 (%)

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
Lone mothers 16.3 17.3 15.4 13.3 16.9
Partnered mothers 13.9 11.9 9.8 9.2 9.1
Lone fathers 12.1 *5.1 *7.4 *8.7 11.4
Partnered fathers 7.7 5.7 4.9 4.5 4.3
Total 11.5 9.6 8.3 7.8 8.1

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.



and ‘Because of the requirements of my job, I miss
out on home or family activities that I would prefer
to participate in’.2

In 2004, we found that parents who worked full-
time reported higher levels of work–family stress
than parents who worked part-time; sole parents
had higher work family stress than parents with
partners, and women had higher work–family stress
than men. 

Table 2 shows that this was the case in all five
years from 2001 to 2005. Overall, levels of
work–family stress have dropped slightly since
2001. The proportion of parents who were
employed full-time and reported high levels of
work–family stress dropped from 7.3% in 2001 to
5.8% in 2004 and 6.8% in 2005. For parents who
were working part-time, the proportion with high
levels of work–family stress had also fallen
slightly—from 5.9% in 2001 to 5.0% in 2003 and
5.4% in 2004 and 2005.

In all five years, it was more common for parents
who worked full-time to report high levels of

stress than parents who worked part-time. This is
particularly the case for partnered mothers. In
2002, 11.4% of partnered mothers who worked
full-time reported high levels of work–family
stress, compared to 6.1% of partnered mothers
who were working part-time. However, the differ-
ence in work–family stress between these two
groups was quite small in 2005, when 5.7% of
partnered mothers who worked full-time and 5.3%
of partnered mothers who worked part-time
reported high levels of work–family stress.

Compared to mothers with partners, it was more
common for lone mothers to report high levels of
work–family stress. In 2005, 10.8% of lone moth-
ers reported high levels of work–family stress,
compared to only 5.6% of partnered mothers.

Is family stress higher for parents with 
young children? 

How does the age of the children in the house-
hold affect parenting stress? Is parenting stress
higher for people with young children, or are
teenagers the most troublesome? Table 3 shows
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Table 2: Proportion of parents with high levels of work–family stress by gender, marital status and working hours, 
2001–2005 (%)

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
Employed full-time
Lone mothers *9.6 *12.9 *13.9 *10.9 *12.7
Partnered mothers 9.3 11.4 10.7 7.1 5.7
Lone fathers *7.8 *5.1 *8.5 *4.9 *7.8
Partnered fathers 6.5 6.6 5.3 5.0 6.6
Total 7.3 7.7 7.0 5.8 6.8
Employed part-time
Lone mothers *6.6 *9.2 *7.5 *6.0 *4.5
Partnered mothers 5.0 6.1 4.7 5.3 5.3
Lone fathers *12.1 *0.0 *0.0 *12.7 *13.7
Partnered fathers *10.0 *2.9 *5.5 *3.4 *5.4
Total 5.9 6.1 5.0 5.4 5.4
All employed
Lone mothers 8.4 11.1 10.4 8.5 10.8
Partnered mothers 6.8 8.1 7.0 5.9 5.6
Lone fathers *8.7 *4.7 *6.6 *5.8 *12.1
Partnered fathers 7.2 6.5 5.4 5.0 6.1
Total 7.2 7.3 6.4 5.7 6.7

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.

Table 3: Proportion of parents with high levels of parenting stress by gender, marital status and age of youngest child, 
2005 (%)

Lone Partnered Lone Partnered
Age of youngest child mothers mothers fathers fathers All
0–5 18.8 8.9 19.5 4.4 8.2
6–12 15.1 9.5 *3.5 3.8 7.6
13–17 *13.4 7.7 *6.5 4.1 7.2
Total 16.3 8.9 9.2 4.2 7.8

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable



Households and Family Life

the levels of parenting stress by the age of chil-
dren in the household and the gender and marital
status of the parent.

In general, parents whose youngest child is under
the age of 6 have the highest levels of parenting
stress.3 However, partnered fathers with young
children seemed to escape this stress, with only
4.4% reporting high levels of parenting stress,
compared to 8.9% of partnered mothers, 19.5% of
lone fathers and 18.8% of lone mothers. 

One would also expect that the level of stress that
parents feel would be higher if there is more than
one child. Table 4 shows the proportion of parents
who reported high levels of parenting stress,
according to the number of children aged 5 or
under they have and also the number of children
under the age of 18.

Table 4 shows that parenting stress is higher for
people with more than one child, particularly for
women. While 10% of lone mothers with one
child under 18 reported high levels of parenting
stress, 28.5% of lone mothers with 3 or more chil-
dren under 18 had high levels of stress. For part-
nered women, the proportion who reported high
levels of parenting stress rose from 5.8% for those
with only one child under 18, to 11.4% of part-
nered women with three or more children under

18, and 19.5% of partnered women with three or
more children between the ages of 0 and 5. 

Persistence of family-related stress,
2001–2005

Last year, we found that while some parents man-
aged to reduce their parenting stress, for others
the problem had persisted for a fairly long time.
More than 60% of the people who reported high
levels of parenting stress in 2001 had reduced
their stress to a medium level by 2004, but only
14.7% of men and 2.6% of women managed to
reduce high levels to low, and 24.5% of men and
31.5% of women who had high parenting stress in
2001 still had high levels in 2004. Changes in lev-
els of work–family stress were similar to that of
parenting stress—75.1% of men and 66.2% of
women who reported high levels of work–family
stress in 2001 had reduced their work–family
stress to a medium level by 2004, but only 5.6% of
men and 6.5% of women who had high
work–family stress in 2001 reported low levels of
work–family stress in 2004. 

Of course, the household situation may have
changed during this time. For example, parents
may have had a new baby, causing higher levels
of parenting stress; the stress may have eased for
parents whose children are now school age and
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Table 4: Proportion of parents with high levels of parenting stress by gender, marital status and number of children, 
2005 (%)

Lone Partnered Lone Partnered
mothers mothers fathers fathers All

Children aged 5 or under
1 18.2 7.4 *19.3 3.8 7.5
2 *29.5 10.7 *20.3 5.7 9.4
3 or more *17.4 19.5 – *4.8 12.5
Children aged under 18
1 10.0 5.8 *11.0 3.3 5.7
2 17.2 9.7 *5.3 4.4 8.0
3 or more 28.5 11.4 *13.9 5.0 10.4

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.

Table 5: Persistence of parenting stress, 2001–2005 (%)

Parenting stress in 2005
Parenting stress in 2001 Low (0–2) Medium (3–5) High (6–7) Total
Men
Low (0–2) 42.2 56.3 *1.5 100.0
Medium (3–5) 16.8 79.3 3.9 100.0
High (6–7) *9.0 77.4 *13.6 100.0
Total 21.2 74.8 4.0 100.0
Women
Low (0–2) 47.0 49.7 *3.3 100.0
Medium (3–5) 12.5 79.9 7.6 100.0
High (6–7) *3.3 58.6 38.1 100.0
Total 15.8 72.7 11.4 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.



more able to look after themselves; parents working
hours may have changed—increased work hours
of either parent may increase levels of work–
family stress, while reducing work hours may
have the opposite effect. Tables 5 and 6 compare
the levels of parenting stress and work–family
stress in 2001 and 2005 for men and women who
had parenting responsibilities in all four years.

While very few parents who reported high levels
of parenting stress in 2001 had reduced their stress
levels to low, 77.4% of men and 58.6% of women
who reported high levels of parenting stress in
2001 had medium levels of parenting stress in
2005. Around 80% of parents who said their par-
enting stress was medium in 2001 still reported
medium levels in 2005, and 16.8% of men and
12.5% of women had gone from having medium
levels of parenting stress in 2001 to low levels in
2005. Around half the parents who reported low
levels of parenting stress in 2001 reported medium
levels of parenting stress in 2005, but very few had
gone from low parenting stress in 2001 to high
parenting stress in 2005. 

While few men and women who reported high
levels of work–family stress in 2001 had been able
to reduce their stress to low, 73.5% of men and
63.4% of women had lowered their level of
work–family stress to medium. As with parenting
stress, around 50% of men and women who had

low levels of stress in 2001 reported medium lev-
els of work–family stress in 2005. 

These results suggest that while many are able 
to reduce their levels of parenting stress and
work–family stress to some extent, ‘medium’ lev-
els of stress seem to persist for several years.

Endnotes

1 Our measure of parenting stress is calculated by taking
the average of the responses to the following four state-
ments: ‘Being a parent is harder than I thought it would
be’, ‘I often feel tired, worn out, or exhausted from
meeting the needs of my children’, ‘I feel trapped by my
responsibilities as a parent’ and ‘I find that taking care
of my child is much more work than pleasure’.

2 Our measure of work–family stress is calculated by tak-
ing the average of the responses to the following four
statements: ‘Because of my family responsibilities, I have
to turn down work opportunities that I would prefer to
take on’, ‘Because of my family responsibilities, the time
I spend working is less enjoyable and more pressured’,
‘Because of the requirements of my job, I miss out on
home or family activities that I would prefer to partici-
pate in’, and ‘Because of the requirements of my job, my
family time is less enjoyable and more pressured’.

3 We are not implying that stress is related only to the age
of the youngest child, there could be a combination of
factors causing the stress, for example, a parent of a 5
year old and a teenage child may be stressed because of
the older child. 
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Table 6: Persistence of work–family stress, 2001–2005 (%)

Work–family stress in 2005
Work–family stress in 2001 Low (0–2) Medium (3–5) High (6–7) Total
Men
Low (0–2) 42.2 56.7 *1.1 100.0
Medium (3–5) 15.9 77.6 6.4 100.0
High (6–7) *4.3 73.5 *22.2 100.0
Total 20.7 72.7 6.6 100.0
Women
Low (0–2) 46.1 51.8 *2.1 100.0
Medium (3–5) 14.2 80.1 5.6 100.0
High (6–7) *7.4 63.4 *29.2 100.0
Total 21.6 71.5 7.0 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.
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The time use (activities) or time budgets of most
people—their lives if you like—can be divided
into four main components: paid work and com-
muting; housework and household errands;
leisure and sleep. The HILDA Survey does not
directly ask about time spent sleeping or in leisure
activities but it does ask about the amount of time
spent doing paid work and housework. 

Research on time use, including research by ABS
(1997) and the Office for the Status of Women
(Bittman, 1991), has focused heavily on gender
differences, and we continue this tradition.
Previous research has commonly emphasised that,
in couple households where both partners have
paid jobs, women do most of the housework. This
has often been interpreted very explicitly as an
unfair or even exploitative division of labour. In
this article we suggest that, while the data permit
this interpretation, other interpretations are also
reasonable. In particular, if time budgets or activi-
ties are divided into two main groups—those
which people are more or less ‘required’ to under-
take and may or may not enjoy—and leisure activ-
ities which are clearly a matter of choice, then it
appears that women and men, including those in
couples, spend approximately the same amount of

time on ‘required’ activities, and so, by inference,
have approximately the same amount of leisure or
discretionary time. 

We begin by describing the time uses of the total
population of men and women. Then we focus par-
ticularly on couples and the controversial division of
labour within couple households. Table 1 shows
number of hours per week men and women spent
working and commuting to work, doing housework
and household errands, and doing outdoor tasks.1

The average time spent working, commuting to
work, doing household chores and doing outdoor
tasks is slightly higher for men and women with
partners than for those who are single.2

On average, men spent who worked full-time spent
48.9 hours per week working and commuting,
compared to 44.7 hours per week for women who
worked full-time. Men who worked full-time spent
an average of 8.1 hours per week doing housework
and household errands and 4.2 hours doing out-
door tasks, while women who worked full-time did
an average of 14.6 hours of housework but only 2.4
hours doing outdoor tasks. So, while it is true that
women still do most of the housework, we find that
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Men and women: Comparing time
spent on paid work, housework 
and leisure

Table 1: Time use by gender, employment status and relationship status, hours per week, 2005 (means) 

Average hours per week
Employment and Housework and 

commuting to work household errands Outdoor tasks Total
Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women

Partnered
Employed full-time 49.7 44.4 8.3 16.9 4.9 2.7 62.4 63.5
Employed part-time 21.1 20.7 9.6 24.7 6.9 3.1 37.6 48.5
Unemployed n.a. n.a. 13.5 24.2 7.1 3.3 20.6 27.5
Not in the labour force n.a. n.a. 11.8 29.3 9.3 3.8 21.1 33.1
Total 33.8 18.9 9.4 24.4 6.2 3.3 48.9 46.1
Single
Employed full-time 47.0 45.1 7.6 10.7 2.6 1.9 57.0 57.0
Employed part-time 19.5 20.0 5.5 11.2 1.6 2.2 33.3 30.8
Unemployed n.a. n.a. 8.0 16.9 4.0 2.3 19.2 15.1
Not in the labour force n.a. n.a. 11.5 17.2 4.2 3.1 20.2 18.5
Total 26.2 17.3 8.3 13.8 3.0 2.5 33.3 35.0
Total
Employed full-time 48.9 44.7 8.1 14.6 4.2 2.4 60.8 61.1
Employed part-time 20.2 20.5 7.3 19.6 4.0 2.8 31.4 42.7
Unemployed n.a. n.a. 9.6 19.9 4.9 2.7 14.5 22.6
Not in the labour force n.a. n.a. 11.7 24.5 7.3 3.5 19.0 28.0
Total 31.0 18.3 9.0 20.3 5.0 3.0 44.5 41.1

Note: Population weighted results.



the amount of time spent by men and women on
‘required’ (non-discretionary) activities is about the
same—men spend on average 60.8 hours per week
and women spend 61.1 hours. 

Men and women who worked part-time spent an
average of just over 20 hours working and com-
muting to work, but women who worked part-time
did considerably more housework than their male
counterparts—an average of 19.6 hours per week
compared to only 7.3 hours for men who worked
part-time. Among men who worked part-time, time
spent on outdoor tasks did not make up for the
difference in time spent on housework and house-
hold errands—the total amount of time they spent
working, commuting and doing household chores
was 31.4 hours per week, compared to 42.7 hours
per week for women who worked part-time.

Women who were unemployed or not in the labour
force also did considerably more housework than
men in the same situation. Women who were not
in the labour force spent an average of 28 hours
per week on household chores, while men who
were not in the labour force averaged 19 hours
per week. Unemployed women spent 22.6 hours
per week on household chores, compared to 14.5
hours per week for unemployed men. 

Time use in couple households

In last year’s Statistical Report we found that in
couple households where both partners worked
full-time, the total amount of time spent working,
commuting and doing household chores seemed
to even out, with men spending an average of 63.9
hours per week on these tasks, while women spent
an average of 63.2 hours per week. However, in
couple households where men were working
part-time or not working at all, women spent more
time doing these tasks than men did. In couple
households where both partners were working
part-time, men spent an average of 36.8 hours on
work, commuting and household chores, while
women spent an average of 44.9 hours. In couple

households where both partners were not work-
ing, the average time per week spent on house-
hold chores and outdoor tasks was 21.1 hours for
men and 32.2 hours for women. Table 2 shows the
time use of men and women in couple house-
holds in 2005, according to the work arrange-
ments of the couple.

The total amount of time spent on work, com-
muting and household chores was almost even for
couples where both partners worked full-time—
63.1 hours per week for the men and 63.2 hours
for the women. 

In couple households where the woman works
more hours than the man, it seems that men take
more responsibility for household chores. In house-
holds where the woman works full-time and the
man is not in paid work, men spent an average of
19.3 hours per week doing housework and house-
hold errands, and in households where the
woman worked part-time and the man was not
working, men did an average of 12.8 hours per
week of domestic chores. This was also the case
in households where the woman worked full-time
and the man worked part-time, where men did an
average of 12.9 hours per week of housework and
household errands. On the other hand, in house-
holds where the man works full-time and the
woman is not in paid work, men do the least
amount of housework—around 7 hours per week.

The largest difference in total hours was in house-
holds where the woman was working full-time and
the man was not working (a relatively uncommon
pattern). In this scenario men spent an average of
27 hours per week on household and outdoor
tasks, but the women spent an average of 42.9
hours working and commuting, and also spent
17.4 hours per week on household chores and 2.7
hours per week doing outdoor tasks.3

Extra help with domestic chores

In 2005, some additional questions were asked
about whether people regularly paid someone to
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Table 2: Time use in couple households, hours per week, 2005 (means)

Average hours per week
Employment and Housework and 

commuting to work household errands Outdoor tasks Total
Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women

Both work full-time 49.6 44.3 9.1 16.7 4.8 2.7 63.1 63.2
Man FT, woman PT 50.9 21.2 8.3 25.1 5.0 3.0 64.1 49.2
Man FT, woman not working 48.6 n.a. 7.2 32.4 4.9 3.4 59.6 35.9
Woman FT, man PT 24.3 45.1 12.9 16.9 6.5 2.5 43.8 64.4
Woman FT, man not working n.a. 42.9 19.3 17.4 7.8 2.7 27.0 63.1
Both work part-time 22.3 18.8 8.4 22.3 5.3 4.1 36.0 45.2
Man PT, woman not working 18.3 n.a. 8.4 25.1 8.0 4.2 34.8 29.3
Woman PT, man not working n.a. 18.9 12.8 22.3 9.8 3.3 22.6 44.3
Both not in paid work n.a. n.a. 11.2 26.9 9.3 4.0 20.5 31.0
Total 33.9 18.6 9.5 24.3 6.3 3.3 49.0 45.7

Note: Population weighted results. 
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do any of the household chores such as cleaning,
ironing and cooking. One would expect that it
would be more common for higher income house-
holds to use these services, especially in couple
households where both partners are working full-
time, and also for older people and people with
an illness or disability who are not able to do
these chores themselves. Table 3 shows the pro-
portion of households who regularly paid some-
one to do housework, by household type and
quintile of equivalised household income. 

Overall, 10.2% of households regularly pay some-
one to help with the housework, and, as expected,
paying someone to help with the housework is
more common in high income households, with
18% of households in the highest quintile of
equivalised income paying someone to help with
the housework, compared to 9.0% of households
in the lowest income quintile. Help with the house-
work was most common in lone person house-
holds and couple households either with no chil-
dren or children under the age of 15.4 In couple
households, regardless of whether or not they
have resident children, having paid help with the
housework was most common for couples where
both partners work full-time, where 15.8% had
help with housework, compared to 12.3% of cou-
ples where the man worked full-time and the
woman worked part-time, 10.2% of couples where
both partners were not in paid work, and 4.7% of
couples where the man worked full-time and the
woman was not in paid work. In single person
households, paying someone to help with the
housework seems to be done more on the basis of
needing that help than not wanting to do the
housework for yourself, with 13.6% of men and
19.5% of women who were living alone and not
in the labour force paying someone to help with
housework, compared to 5% of men and 11.6% of
women who lived alone and worked full-time.
Paying someone to help with household chores
was more common in households where at least
one person had a long-term health condition or
disability, where 12% of households said they reg-
ularly paid someone to help with chores. HILDA

Survey respondents were also asked whether they
regularly paid someone to do the gardening or
lawn mowing. Table 4 shows the proportion of
households who regularly paid someone to do the
gardening or lawn mowing, by household type
and quintile of equivalised household income.

Overall, the proportion of households who regu-
larly paid someone to do the gardening or lawn
mowing was 16.1%. However, it seems that paid
help with gardening is not more common in high
income households—17.8% of households in the
top income quintile regularly paid someone to do
the gardening or lawn mowing, as did 18.6% of
households in the lowest quintile of household
income. Paid help with gardening and lawn mow-
ing was most common in lone parent households
where the children were aged 15 or older, in
which 23.5% paid someone to do lawn mowing or
gardening; and lone person households, where
22.7% regularly paid someone to do the garden-
ing. As with housework, it seems that paying for
someone to help with the gardening is more com-
monly done because the household members are
not capable of doing these chores themselves,
rather than just not wanting to do these jobs. In
couple households where both partners were in
full-time work, 12.5% paid someone to help with
the gardening, compared to 17.3% of couple
households where both partners were not in paid
work. There is a similar pattern for single person
households, where 16% of men and 31.2% of
women who were not in the labour force paid
someone to help with the gardening, compared to
11.7% of men and 22.2% of women who were
working full-time. In households where at least
one member had a long-term health condition,
18.7% regularly paid someone to do gardening or
lawn mowing.

Do you do your fair share around the house? 

Last year we found that most men thought they
did their fair share of household chores and look-
ing after the children, while women, particularly
those with resident children and those who
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Table 3: Regularly pay someone to do housework, 2005 (%)

Quintile of equivalised household income
Household type 1 (lowest) 2 3 4 5 (highest) Total
Couple family without children 8.3 10.0 10.9 7.2 15.5 11.0
Couple family with children under 15 5.8 4.2 6.2 13.7 29.3 10.9
Couple family with children aged 15 or older 6.5 *3.1 *2.4 11.9 14.8 9.0
Lone parent with children under 15 *0.0 4.3 6.1 8.8 12.8 4.0
Lone parent with children aged 15 or older *2.9 9.2 *0.0 13.7 18.7 8.9
Lone person 12.3 12.4 6.5 6.8 17.7 11.4
Group household 5.8 *0.0 *0.0 *0.0 15.1 5.4
Other related family without children under 15 30.4 3.8 *0.0 *0.0 *0.0 7.8
Multi-family household *0.0 *0.0 *2.3 3.5 19.1 4.1
Total 9.0 7.7 6.2 9.8 18.0 10.2

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.



worked full-time, thought they did more than their
fair share of domestic chores. Table 5 shows the
perception of domestic division of labour by gen-
der and labour force status in 2005.

The results in Table 5 are quite similar to what we
found last year. Regardless of labour force status,
just over half the men said they did their fair share
of domestic chores, while it was much more com-
mon for women to say they did a bit more or much
more than their fair share of work around the
house—51.5% of women who worked full-time and
55.2% of women who worked part-time said they
did more than their fair share of domestic chores.

In the previous HILDA Statistical Report we also
found that it was more common for men and
women with resident children to say that they do
more than their fair share around the house, and
for women in couple households, the presence of
children in the households had a substantial
impact on perceptions of the division of house-
hold chores. Table 6 shows the distribution of
responses for men and women in couple house-
holds, broken down by household type.5

In couple households, more than half the men
said they did their fair share of the household
chores, and the proportion who said they did
more than their fair share was higher for men with
children aged 15 or over than men with children
under the age of 15 and men with no resident chil-
dren—12.3% of men in couple households with
no resident children said they did more than their
fair share of the household chores, compared to
11.6% of men who lived with a partner or spouse
and children under the age of 15 and 18.4% of
men who had resident children aged 15 or over
and no children under the age of 15. Compared to
men, the proportion of women who said they did
more than their fair share of the household chores
was much higher; 46.5% of women who were liv-
ing with a spouse or partner but no resident chil-
dren thought they did more than their fair share of
the domestic chores. It is clear that for partnered
women, the presence of children in the household
has a substantial impact on their perception of the
division of household chores—69.1% of partnered
women with children under the age of 15 and
65.5% partnered women with children aged 15 or
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Table 4: Regularly pay someone to do gardening or lawn mowing, 2005 (%)

Quintile of equivalised household income
Household type 1 (lowest) 2 3 4 5 (highest) Total
Couple family without children 13.0 21.2 16.8 12.0 15.7 15.7
Couple family with children under 15 15.5 7.5 8.0 13.0 17.7 11.1
Couple family with children aged 15 or older 4.3 3.7 13.9 10.9 13.4 10.7
Lone parent with children under 15 9.9 15.0 15.9 13.2 19.3 13.5
Lone parent with children aged 15 or older 19.5 24.9 23.4 23.8 25.0 23.5
Lone person 24.6 25.5 15.4 20.5 24.8 22.7
Group household 22.9 13.8 20.9 10.2 13.4 15.1
Other related family without children under 15 37.4 *3.8 *0.0 *5.5 6.0 11.0
Multi-family household 33.2 12.7 31.1 3.5 21.7 19.9
Total 18.6 16.5 13.8 13.9 17.8 16.1

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.

Table 5: Perception of domestic division of labour, by gender and labour force status, 2005 (%)

Share of work around the house
I do much I do a bit I do a bit I do much 
more than more than my I do my less than less than 

Labour force status my fair share fair share fair share my fair share my fair share Total
Men
Employed full-time 7.8 8.4 54.1 24.9 4.8 100.0
Employed part-time 6.7 7.6 52.7 28.6 4.3 100.0
Unemployed 12.4 *7.2 51.8 19.2 *9.4 100.0
Not in the labour force 9.8 8.0 55.9 18.9 7.3 100.0
Total 8.3 8.2 54.4 23.5 5.6 100.0
Women
Employed full-time 28.9 22.6 38.2 8.7 1.5 100.0
Employed part-time 28.8 26.4 34.1 8.9 1.8 100.0
Unemployed 26.2 19.6 41.7 *11.3 *1.2 100.0
Not in the labour force 28.2 19.5 41.7 6.8 3.9 100.0
Total 28.5 22.4 38.5 8.1 2.5 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.
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over (and no children under the age of 15) said
they did either a bit more or much more than their
fair share of the household chores. 

Do women with children also think they do more
than their fair share of child care? Parents with
responsibility for children under the age of 17

were asked whether they thought they did their
fair share of looking after the children.6 The results
are shown in Table 7. 

Most partnered fathers said they did their fair
share of looking after the children. Only 8.8% said
they did more than their fair share. Compared to
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Table 6: Perception of domestic division of labour in couple households, by gender and household type, 2005 (%)

Share of work around the house
I do much I do a bit I do a bit I do much 
more than more than my I do my less than less than 

my fair share fair share fair share my fair share my fair share Total
Men—partnered
With no children 4.3 8.0 59.5 22.8 5.4 100.0
With at least one child 
under 15 4.3 7.3 55.7 26.5 6.1 100.0
With at least one child aged 15 
or over (no children under 15) 8.9 9.5 52.5 24.7 *4.3 100.0
Women—partnered
With no children 21.4 25.1 46.4 4.8 2.3 100.0
With at least one child 
under 15 35.1 34.0 27.5 3.2 *0.2 100.0
With at least one child aged 15 
or over (no children under 15) 38.2 27.3 30.0 *3.2 *1.3 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.

Table 7: Perception of division of child care, by gender, labour force status and relationship status, 2005 (%)

Share of looking after the children
I do much I do a bit I do a bit I do much 
more than more than my I do my less than less than 

Labour force status my fair share fair share fair share my fair share my fair share Total
Men—partnered
Employed full-time 2.6 4.2 64.6 24.6 4.0 100.0
Employed part-time *9.6 *8.7 65.6 *14.0 *2.0 100.0
Unemployed *19.5 *14.1 *55.5 *5.5 *5.4 100.0
Not in the labour force *11.1 *6.6 64.2 *13.0 *5.1 100.0
Total 4.0 4.8 64.4 22.8 4.0 100.0
Men—no partner
Employed full-time 19.7 *10.7 48.5 *11.5 *9.6 100.0
Employed part-time *39.4 *4.9 *40.8 *7.2 *7.6 100.0
Unemployed *39.7 *33.2 *14.2 *5.6 *7.3 100.0
Not in the labour force *41.0 *12.2 *21.8 *9.7 *15.2 100.0
Total 27.3 11.4 40.5 10.3 *10.4 100.0
Women—partnered
Employed full-time 31.4 27.7 39.4 *1.6 *0.0 100.0
Employed part-time 33.2 36.0 30.7 *0.0 *0.1 100.0
Unemployed *46.7 *22.4 *30.9 *0.0 *0.0 100.0
Not in the labour force 35.8 28.1 35.0 *1.1 *0.0 100.0
Total 33.9 31.0 34.3 *0.8 *0.0 100.0
Women—no partner
Employed full-time 74.7 *12.9 *11.2 *1.2 *0.0 100.0
Employed part-time 75.4 *11.2 13.3 *0.0 *0.0 100.0
Unemployed 79.4 *0.0 *20.6 *0.0 *0.0 100.0
Not in the labour force 82.3 *6.9 *9.8 *1.1 *0.0 100.0
Total 78.3 9.0 12.0 0.7 *0.0 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.



partnered fathers it was much more common for
partnered mothers to say they did more than their
fair share of the child care, with 59.1% of part-
nered mothers who worked full-time, 69.2% of
partnered mothers who worked part-time and
63.9% of partnered mothers who were not in the
labour force saying they did more than their fair
share. A very high proportion of lone mothers
(78.3%) said they did much more than their fair
share of looking after the children, compared to
only 27.3% of lone fathers.7 This is not surprising
as most children tend to live with their mother
when their parents separate.

Conclusions 

Most men thought they did their fair share of
household chores and looking after the children. A
high proportion of partnered women, particularly
women with resident children, thought they did
more than their fair share of household chores.
Compared to partnered men, partnered women
thought they did more than their fair share of look-
ing after the children, and almost 80% of lone
mothers said they did much more than their fair
share of child care.

The HILDA Survey data show that, on average,
women spend more hours per week doing house-
work and household errands than men do, but
men spend more time working, commuting and
doing outdoor tasks than women do. In couple
households where the woman works more 
hours than the man, men take more responsibility
for household chores. In households where the
man works and the woman is not in paid work,
men do the least amount of domestic chores.
Overall, it appears that women and men, includ-
ing those in couples, spend approximately 
the same amount of time on ‘required’ activities
(working, commuting, and indoor or outdoor
household tasks) and, by inference, may have
approximately the same amount of leisure or 
discretionary time. 

Paying for help with housework was more com-
mon in high income households and in house-
holds where a household member had a long-
term health condition or disability. However, the
proportion of low income households who paid
someone to help with gardening and lawn mow-
ing was slightly higher than that of high income
households, suggesting that many people who
cannot do these tasks themselves have to pay
someone else to do it. 

Endnotes
1 All figures refer to a ‘7-day week’, rather than a ‘work-

ing week’.

2 Using data from the 1997 Australian Bureau of Statistics
Time Use Survey, Craig (2004) found that sole mothers
in Australia provided their children with very similar
amounts and types of care to that available to children
in couple families. However, sole mothers did not spend
as much time doing housework as partnered women
did, and they enjoyed more leisure without their chil-
dren present than did partnered mothers.

3 It may be the case that men in this household have a
work limiting health condition that also prevents them
from doing physically demanding household chores. In
2005, 25.9% of men in couple households where the
woman worked full-time and the man was not in paid
work reported a long-term health condition or disability. 

4 Note that there are two groups of couple families: young
couples who may need help if both partners are work-
ing full-time, and older couples who may need help if
they are no longer capable of doing these tasks on their
own. 

5 Lone parent households and single persons are not
included in the table as most said they do their fair
share, or more than their fair share.

6 This question is not restricted to parents with children
who live with them most of the time (i.e. parents with
non-resident children are also included). When
restricted to parents with children living with them most
of the time, almost all say they do their fair share or
more than their fair share.

7 The evidence on child care in HILDA is far from ideal for
making this distinction. In particular, although a question
is asked about time spent with one’s children, no attempt
is made to distinguish between enjoyable leisure activi-
ties and more or less ‘required’ caring activities.
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In 2005, new questions about how parenting tasks
are divided within the household were added to
the HILDA Survey. Parents with resident children
aged 13 or less were asked who does tasks such
as helping the children with their homework and
ferrying the children to and from places such as
school, child care and leisure activities. Table 1
shows how these child-related tasks are divided
between mothers and fathers.1

More than half (56.6%) of mothers said that they
were the one who stayed home with the children
when they were ill, compared to only 4.9% of
fathers. While 70.9% of fathers said that time spent
playing with the children and taking part in leisure
activities was shared equally between both par-
ents, only 54.4% of mothers agreed, and 41.3%
said it was usually or always them. Dressing the
children and putting the children to bed was also
more commonly done by mothers than fathers,
and 37.9% of mothers said that they were always
the one who took the children to school or other
activities, compared to only 5.8% of fathers. 

Table 1 shows that it is mothers who do most of the
child-related tasks, but it does not account for the
time that each parent spends at work. It would
seem reasonable for a stay at home mother or
father to do most of these tasks if their partner were
working full-time. The previous HILDA Statistical

Report (Headey and Warren, 2007) showed that,
although women spend more time each week
doing household chores, men, on average, spend
more hours each week working, commuting and
doing outdoor tasks around the house than
women do, and overall these tasks amount to
around 60 hours per week for both women and
men. Tables 2 to 5 show parents’ perceptions of
how these child-related tasks are divided in
households where both parents work full-time,
where the father works full-time and the mother
works part-time, where the father works full-time
and the mother is not in paid work, and where
both parents are not in paid work.2

In households where both parents work full-time,
mothers still take more responsibility for seeing
that the children are properly dressed, putting 
the children to bed, helping with homework and
taking the kids to school or other activities. 
Over 70% of mothers and fathers who worked
full-time said that time spent playing with the 
children and taking part in leisure activities was
shared equally with their partner, and, while 
40% of mothers in households where both parents
worked full-time said the task of helping the 
children with their homework was shared equally
with their partner, 45.3% said that they were the
ones who either usually or always helped with
homework. When it came to staying home from
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Parents disagree about who takes
care of the children

Table 1: Child-related tasks, all parents, 2005 (%)

Me and Another Someone
my partner Usually Always person(s) not living 

Always Usually about my my in the in the 
me me equally partner partner household household Total

Staying at home with the children when they are ill
Mothers 56.6 23.7 16.0 2.3 *0.4 *0.5 *0.5 100.0
Fathers 4.9 3.0 25.0 42.2 23.7 *0.4 *0.8 100.0
Playing with the children and/or taking part in leisure activities with them
Mothers 21.9 19.4 54.4 3.2 *0.4 *0.5 *0.1 100.0
Fathers 3.5 6.0 70.9 18.1 *1.4 *0.1 *0.0 100.0
Dressing the children or seeing that the children are properly dressed
Mothers 45.6 36.2 16.8 *0.7 *0.2 *0.6 *0.0 100.0
Fathers 3.5 1.9 28.2 53.5 12.0 *1.0 *0.0 100.0
Putting the children to bed and/or seeing that they go to bed
Mothers 33.4 22.0 39.5 4.1 *0.9 *0.1 *0.0 100.0
Fathers 3.6 7.7 55.4 26.9 6.1 *0.2 *0.0 100.0
Helping the children with homework
Mothers 35.7 28.0 29.2 4.9 *1.1 *1.1 *0.1 100.0
Fathers 4.9 7.4 41.3 36.5 8.1 *1.5 *0.2 100.0
Ferrying the children to and from places such as school, child care or other leisure activities
Mothers 37.9 31.2 23.9 4.7 1.1 *0.6 *0.5 100.0
Fathers 5.8 6.4 36.2 40.9 10.0 *0.5 *0.3 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable. 



work when the children were ill, 25.5% of the
mothers said that they were the one who always
stayed home, compared to only 2.1% of fathers.

Table 3 shows parents’ perceptions of how child-
related tasks are divided in households where 
the father works full-time and the mother works

part-time. Compared to households where both
parents worked full-time, in households where the
father worked full-time and the mother worked
part-time, mothers took on more responsibility for
taking care of the children. For parents with this
type of work arrangement, it was more common
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Table 2: Child-related tasks, couple households where both parents work full-time, 2005 (%)

Me and Another Someone
my partner Usually Always person(s) not living 

Always Usually about my my in the in the 
me me equally partner partner household household Total

Staying at home with the children when they are ill
Mothers 25.5 34.4 32.7 5.4 0.4 0.4 1.1 100.0
Fathers 2.1 4.7 36.9 43.2 10.6 0.3 2.1 100.0
Playing with the children and/or taking part in leisure activities with them
Mothers 5.8 13.4 72.9 7.2 0.7 0.0 0.0 100.0
Fathers 1.5 10.9 71.4 15.1 1.2 0.0 0.0 100.0
Helping the children with homework
Mothers 14.0 31.3 40.0 10.6 2.1 1.4 0.5 100.0
Fathers 1.2 11.0 45.8 32.8 8.6 0.6 0.0 100.0
Dressing the children or seeing that the children are properly dressed
Mothers 24.7 37.7 34.6 1.3 0.8 1.0 0.0 100.0
Fathers 0.5 1.3 39.2 45.1 13.0 0.8 0.0 100.0
Putting the children to bed and/or seeing that they go to bed
Mothers 12.2 26.3 49.2 8.2 3.8 0.3 0.0 100.0
Fathers 1.3 9.7 55.0 27.8 5.8 0.5 0.0 100.0
Ferrying the children to and from places such as school, child care or other leisure activities
Mothers 16.0 27.1 46.5 6.9 2.4 0.5 0.8 100.0
Fathers 2.4 9.4 50.0 30.9 6.8 0.0 0.5 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable. 

Table 3: Child-related tasks, couple households where father works full-time, mother works part-time, 2005 (%)

Me and Another Someone
my partner Usually Always person(s) not living 

Always Usually about my my in the in the 
me me equally partner partner household household Total

Staying at home with the children when they are ill
Mothers 42.0 38.2 17.3 1.7 *0.0 *0.1 *0.6 100.0
Fathers 1.0 2.0 23.3 49.9 22.9 *0.0 0.9 100.0
Playing with the children and/or taking part in leisure activities with them
Mothers 5.6 22.0 70.5 1.2 *0.4 *0.3 *0.0 100.0
Fathers *0.8 2.6 76.4 19.2 1.0 *0.1 *0.0 100.0
Helping the children with homework
Mothers 17.6 41.0 37.0 3.6 *0.8 *0.0 *0.0 100.0
Fathers *0.8 5.1 43.0 45.1 5.8 *0.3 *0.0 100.0
Dressing the children or seeing that the children are properly dressed
Mothers 29.0 52.2 18.3 *0.4 *0.0 *0.1 *0.0 100.0
Fathers *0.4 *0.5 28.1 61.0 9.5 *0.5 *0.0 100.0
Putting the children to bed and/or seeing that they go to bed
Mothers 16.6 28.3 49.6 5.2 *0.1 *0.1 *0.0 100.0
Fathers 1.1 8.7 57.1 29.2 3.7 *0.1 *0.0 100.0
Ferrying the children to and from places such as school, child care or other leisure activities
Mothers 23.2 47.1 26.6 2.8 *0.3 *0.0 *0.0 100.0
Fathers 1.1 3.8 36.4 48.7 9.6 *0.3 *0.1 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable. 
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for mothers than fathers to help the children with
homework, only 5.9% of fathers said that they
were usually or always the parent who helped
with homework, compared to 58.6% of mothers. It
was also more common for mothers to stay home
when the children were ill, and although 36.4% of

fathers said that the task of ferrying the children
around to school or leisure activities was shared,
over 70% of mothers said that they were either
usually or always responsible for this task. In
households where the father worked full-time and
the mother worked part-time, most parents (70.5%
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Table 4: Child-related tasks, couple households where father works full-time, mother not in paid work, 2005 (%)

Me and Another Someone
my partner Usually Always person(s) not living 

Always Usually about my my in the in the 
me me equally partner partner household household Total

Staying at home with the children when they are ill
Mothers 76.5 19.5 3.6 *0.2 *0.3 *0.0 *0.0 100.0
Fathers *0.8 0.5 6.6 47.4 44.4 *0.3 *0.0 100.0
Playing with the children and/or taking part in leisure activities with them
Mothers 9.4 25.7 61.6 2.7 *0.5 *0.1 *0.0 100.0
Fathers *0.6 3.2 67.5 26.8 1.9 *0.0 *0.0 100.0
Helping the children with homework
Mothers 25.1 31.3 36.9 5.8 *0.9 *0.0 *0.0 100.0
Fathers 2.4 4.8 38.5 41.0 13.3 *0.0 *0.0 100.0
Dressing the children or seeing that the children are properly dressed
Mothers 43.6 44.9 11.2 *0.3 *0.0 *0.0 *0.0 100.0
Fathers *0.6 0.8 16.3 67.1 14.9 *0.3 *0.0 100.0
Putting the children to bed and/or seeing that they go to bed
Mothers 19.9 24.6 50.5 4.6 *0.4 *0.0 *0.0 100.0
Fathers 1.3 6.2 54.1 30.6 7.8 *0.0 *0.0 100.0
Ferrying the children to and from places such as school, child care or other leisure activities
Mothers 39.1 36.2 20.4 2.4 *0.7 *1.0 *0.1 100.0
Fathers 2.5 2.2 26.5 51.8 16.3 *0.7 *0.0 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable. 

Table 5: Child-related tasks, couple households where both parents are not in paid work, 2005 (%)

Me and Another Someone
my partner Usually Always person(s) not living 

Always Usually about my my in the in the 
me me equally partner partner household household Total

Staying at home with the children when they are ill
Mothers 25.7 13.3 60.7 *0.0 *0.0 *0.3 *0.0 100.0
Fathers *3.8 *0.0 66.9 22.2 *7.1 *0.0 *0.0 100.0
Playing with the children and/or taking part in leisure activities with them
Mothers 6.9 19.2 65.9 6.7 *1.1 *0.3 *0.0 100.0
Fathers *2.5 6.5 74.5 11.9 4.5 *0.0 *0.0 100.0
Helping the children with homework
Mothers 15.0 25.0 41.6 9.4 *1.9 *7.1 *0.0 100.0
Fathers *0.8 *9.7 37.4 31.8 *8.3 *12.0 *0.0 100.0
Dressing the children or seeing that the children are properly dressed
Mothers 31.3 34.6 29.6 *2.9 *0.0 *1.6 *0.0 100.0
Fathers *5.7 *2.3 32.3 34.5 24.9 *0.4 *0.0 100.0
Putting the children to bed and/or seeing that they go to bed
Mothers 16.0 12.7 66.3 2.6 *1.6 *0.7 *0.0 100.0
Fathers *1.3 10.2 65.4 12.6 10.1 *0.4 *0.0 100.0
Ferrying the children to and from places such as school, child care or other leisure activities
Mothers 11.9 32.6 31.5 17.6 *3.6 *0.4 *2.4 100.0
Fathers 10.0 13.1 41.7 23.1 6.8 *3.0 *2.2 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable. 



of mothers and 76.4% of fathers) said that time
spent playing with the children or taking part in
leisure activities with the children was shared
equally with their partner, but 19.2% of fathers
said that it was usually the mother who spent this
time with the children. 

Table 4 shows that in households where the father
worked full-time and the mother was not in paid
work, the mother took on more of the child-
related tasks than mothers who worked either full-
time or part-time. In households where the father
worked full-time and the mother stayed home
with the children, the mother was almost always
the one who took the children to school or other
activities and made sure the children were dressed
properly. The proportion of mothers who said
they always stayed home when the children were
sick was 76.5%, compared to 42% of mothers who
worked part-time and 25.5% of mothers who
worked full-time. Over 60% of parents in house-
holds where the father worked full-time and the
mother was not in paid work said that the time
they spent playing with the children and taking
part in leisure activities with them as shared about
equally.

Table 5 shows that, compared to households
where one or both parents were working, in
households where both parents were not in paid
work, the child-related tasks seem to be shared
more equitably, although mothers still took on
more responsibility for some of these tasks, such
as staying home with the children when they were
sick, than fathers did. 

Concluding points

In households where women worked more than
men (either the woman was in paid work and the
man was not, or the woman worked full-time and
the man worked part-time) the most common
response to all these questions, for both women
and men was that the tasks were shared equally
between themselves and their partner. Furthermore,
in households where the father was not working
and the mother worked either full-time or part-
time, on average, mothers took on more child care
responsibilities than fathers did.3

Can it be assumed that the women’s perceptions
are correct and the men’s incorrect, or are women
overestimating the amount of work they do in tak-
ing care of the children? More men than women
seem to think that child-related tasks are shared
equally between the two parents. It seems that
either some fathers do not realise the extent of
these tasks, or they are not as concerned as moth-
ers are about things like when the children go to
bed or if they are dressed properly. 

Endnotes
1 These responses are subjective and in some cases may

not reflect what actually goes on in the household.

2 Of course, in sole parent households, almost all of these
tasks are done by the resident parent, and almost all sole
parents answered either ‘always me; or ‘usually me’ to
these questions.

3 In some households it may be the case that health con-
dition or disability prevented the father from working
and helping out with the children.
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The HILDA Survey is moving towards providing 
a full set of household financial accounts on a lon-
gitudinal multi-year basis. A full set of accounts,
which includes measures of wealth and consump-
tion as well as income, will enable us to make
much improved estimates of the economic well-
being of Australians. The term ‘economic well-
being’ is used here interchangeably with ‘material
standard of living’, or ‘material resources’. So the
aim is to improve assessment of the amount and
distribution of material resources owned and/or
used by Australian individuals and households. 

In this article, the main focus will be on the con-
tribution made by the addition to household
accounts of measures of household consumption,
which were included in HILDA for the first time in
2005. In 2006 household wealth will be measured
as well, so then a complete set of accounts will be
available. It will then be possible to trace the eco-
nomic well-being of a representative sample of
households through time, describing and, it is
hoped, explaining their changing fortunes.

When media commentators and academics write
about people’s economic well-being or standard
of living, they usually cite evidence relating to
incomes. This is conventional and it is certainly
true that income data are more readily available
than other measures. Arguably, however, income
data do not provide the best measure of economic
well-being and they certainly provide only an
incomplete measure. If one were forced to select
just one single measure of a household’s or indi-
vidual’s standard of living right now, then a con-
sumption measure would almost certainly be best.

One’s standard of living right now (this week or
this year) is one’s level of consumption. By ‘level of
consumption’ we mean the value of goods and
services used. Goods and services include both
consumption goods and durables. Consumption
goods, for example food and clothing, are fairly
quickly consumed or used up. In the case of
durables, like housing and cars, use may be
spread over a long period.

The distinction between income and consumption
(and between income and wealth) would be of no
practical importance if income and consumption
were very highly correlated; that is, if the same
individuals and households had high or low levels
of both. But they do not—Household Expenditure
Surveys, regularly conducted by the Australian
Bureau of Statistics, invariably show only moderate
correlations between household income (before
or after tax) and consumption. Further, these mea-
sures show that nearly half of all households
appear to consume more than they earn, or to be
more exact, more than their disposable income. 

This discrepancy between consumption and earn-
ings might seem surprising, but is precisely what
economists who have tried to understand lifetime
incomes and lifetime consumption would expect.
It is well known that people’s earnings tend to
increase from the time they start work until
roughly their early or mid-fifties, then taper down-
wards towards retirement. A rational individual (or
household) would anticipate this trajectory and
would rationally decide to smooth his/her con-
sumption, so that consumption was more equal
year after year than income. Typically, households
headed by young parents consume more than
they earn when their children are young, save
money (earn more than they consume) in later
middle age, and then in retirement consume much
more than they earn. The current understanding of
‘lifetime income’ (or ‘permanent income’) and
‘consumption smoothing’ owes much to the work
of the Nobel Laureate, Milton Friedman (see
Friedman, 1957). 

Measuring consumption in HILDA

In the past it has been generally believed that the
only valid way to measure household consumption
is to get household members to fill in weekly
‘shopping diaries’ of the kind used in national
household expenditure surveys, including ABS
surveys. The general view has been that to ask

Household expenditures and consumption
Households spend money on both non-durable and
durable goods and services. Non-durables—goods 
consumed fairly soon after purchase—include such
items as groceries, fuel and holiday expenditures.
Durables, by contrast, may be ‘consumed’ over long 
periods of time. Durables include housing, cars and 
white goods. In measuring non-durable expenditure 
during a particular time period, the market price is all 
we need to know. In the case of durables, it is necessary
to estimate a use value or rental value if no market rental
value is immediately available. For example, in the case of
homeowner housing, an imputed rent may be estimated,
which is conceived of as the rent the property would
attract if it were rented out. 
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expenditure questions in a standard interview 
format would yield invalid data because, without
the assistance of a diary, respondents would be
unable to remember how much they spent on 
various goods and services. However, recent work
in Canada has shown that, in fact, some items of
expenditure are more accurately reported in 
standard surveys than a diary, in part because
respondents can say how much they ‘usually’
spend on items, whereas a diary records expendi-
ture in a specific time period (usually just a week),
which may or may not be typical for an individual
respondent or household (Browning, Crossley and
Weber, 2003). Further, the Canadian researchers
showed that total household expenditure can be
accurately extrapolated from the validly reported
items.1 The official Canadian statistical agency,
Statistics Canada, now regularly uses standard 
survey methods to collect expenditure data. It
should be noted, however, that their instrument
appears too long for inclusion in a panel survey
like HILDA.

For the HILDA panel, we have tried to develop a
set of questions to provide valid measurement of
a wide range of household expenditures, but not
all. Our approach is to divide expenditure into
weekly, monthly and annual items. It seems natu-
ral, or at least sensible, for some items (e.g. gro-
ceries, public transport and taxis) to ask how
much is spent in ‘a typical week’. For other items
(e.g. motor vehicle fuel and telephone calls) we
ask how much is spent in ‘a typical month’, and
for a third set (e.g. holidays, costs of education)
we ask about the whole year. 

In the 2005 HILDA Survey all the consumption
goods on which households spend at least a mod-
erate amount of money were included: groceries,
meals eaten out, alcohol, cigarettes and tobacco,
public transport and taxis, motor fuel, car repairs,
telephone costs, other utilities (gas, electricity,
water), home maintenance, education, health
insurance, clothing and footwear, health care,
child care, holidays and hobbies. The only con-
sumer durable that was included was housing—
both mortgages and rents. Other durables were
omitted, but will be attempted in 2006. 

The obvious way to assess measurement validity is
to make an adjustment for inflation and bench-
mark results against the latest ABS Household
Expenditure Survey (HES) for which published
data are available, namely the HES conducted in
2003–04. It transpires that HILDA appears to have
recorded accurate measurement (to within plus or
minus 10%) of 53% of total household expenditure
on goods and services. The validly measured
items were the first twelve on the list in the previ-
ous paragraph, starting with groceries, plus hous-
ing and rent. The items for which HILDA estimates
proved inaccurate were the last five on the list,
starting with clothing and footwear. 

In the case of the validly measured items, the total
expenditure figure in HILDA differs by only 3.8%
from the HES total for the same items, after adjust-
ing for inflation.2 A key point is that the so-called
validly measured items correlate 0.76 with total
household expenditure.3 Further, and relevant to
the measurement of poverty, the same correlation
(0.76) was found for low income households. 

Clearly we need to keep trying to improve our
household expenditure instrument, but arguably, a
correlation of 0.76 means that it is reasonable to
extrapolate total household expenditure, or, as
done in this article, to simply to assume that
households are placed in correct ratio scale order
for total expenditure on the basis of their con-
sumption expenditures plus housing. Here it
needs to be conceded that the distinction being
made between household expenditure and con-
sumption is fairly crude. Conceptually, the differ-
ence is that expenditure is out-of-pocket
expenses, whereas consumption also includes
benefits in kind. In this article, expenditure esti-
mates are treated as equivalent to consumption,
except in the case of owner–occupier housing.4

Here the consumption benefit has been equated
to a rental value set at 6% of the current value 
of the house if sold today (as estimated by HILDA
Survey respondents).5

Finally, in regard to measurement issues, it should
be noted that about 84% of households provided
information about their expenditures for all items
included in the 2005 HILDA Survey. Imputed val-
ues were added for the remaining 16% of house-
holds with some missing data.6

Evidence that consumption is much more
equally distributed than income:
Consumption smoothing

If it is accepted that HILDA provides reasonably
valid consumption data, then the implications 
for an assessment of the economic well-being of
Australian households are quite profound. In 
particular, consumption data suggest a quite dif-
ferent view of the degree of equality/inequality of
economic well-being in this country than is
derived from more standard analyses which use
income data (see also Barrett, Crossley and
Worswick, 2000). 

Household disposable income
Household disposable income is the combined income of
all household members after receipt of public transfers
(government pensions and benefits) and deduction of
taxes. It could also be termed ‘household post-government
income’.
Household gross income
Household gross income is the combined cash income of
all household members from all sources: labour income,
asset income, private transfers and public transfers (gov-
ernment pensions and benefits).
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In Table 1, households have been divided into
deciles—equal 10% groupings—according to their
shares of (i) total equivalised household dispos-
able income and (ii) total household consumption.
It should be understood that households do not
necessarily fall into the same income and con-
sumption deciles. Issues to do with the relation-
ship between current (and lifetime) income and
consumption are discussed below (see Table 2).
In order to provide more valid comparisons of the
economic well-being of different households, 
both income and consumption have been adjusted
for household size, using the standard OECD
equivalence scale.

Equivalised income
The purpose of constructing measures of equivalised
income is to get a measure of material standard of living
which adjusts for differences in household size. The most
obvious adjustment would be household income per
head, but this would make no allowance for economies of
scale in larger households. Equivalised income is defined
as household disposable income (i.e. income after taxes
and transfers; pensions and benefits) divided by an
equivalence scale based on household size. Normally, all
individuals in a household are given the same equivalised
income; the assumption being that income is shared, so
that everyone’s standard of living is the same.
Equivalence scale
An equivalence scale is used to calculate equivalised
income. In this Report, we have used the OECD equiva-
lence scale, which allows 1.0 for the first adult in the
household, 0.5 for other adults, and 0.3 for children
under 15. So a household of two adults and two children
would have an equivalence score of 2.1 (1.0 + 0.5 + 0.3 +
0.3). Equivalised income is calculated by dividing house-
hold disposable income (income after taxes and trans-
fers) by the equivalence score for the household. 
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Table 1: Decile shares of income and consumption in 
2005 (%)

Share of total 
household Share of total

Decile of income equivalised household
or consumption income consumption
Decile 1 (lowest income 
or consumption) 3.1 4.0
Decile 2 4.6 5.7
Decile 3 5.8 6.8
Decile 4 7.0 7.8
Decile 5 8.1 8.7
Decile 6 9.3 9.6
Decile 7 10.6 10.6
Decile 8 12.4 11.9
Decile 9 15.0 13.9
Decile 10 (highest 
income or consumption) 24.2 21.0
Total 100.0 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. Both income and consumption
have been equivalised, using the standard OECD equivalence scale.
See the Glossary for a description of this scale. 

The key result in Table 1 is that household 
consumption is a good deal more equally dis-
tributed than income. The bottom decile of the
income distribution receives 3.1% of total national
household disposable income, whereas the bot-
tom decile in the consumption distribution is 
estimated to consume 4.0% of all goods and 
services consumed by the household sector. At 
the other end of these distributions, the top
income decile receives 24.2% of all disposable
income, while the top consumption decile uses
21.0% of goods and services. 

A summary measure of inequality is the Gini coef-
ficient, which runs between zero and one. A Gini
of zero would mean that incomes or consumption
were exactly equally distributed, whereas a Gini of
one would mean that one household received all
income, or consumed all goods and services. In
2005, according to HILDA, the Gini coefficient of
disposable (equivalised) income was 0.314,
whereas the Gini for consumption was 0.250. This
means that consumption was just over 20% more
equally distributed than income.7

So, what explains this divergence? One hypothe-
sis, tested in Table 2, is that in order to have what
they regard as a tolerable standard of living,
households near the bottom end of the income
distribution may generally consume more than
their current income, whereas households towards
the top end consume less than their income. This
would of course imply that lower income house-
holds either go into debt, or draw down on assets,
or perhaps receive gifts from, say, their parents.
Conversely, household near the top end of the
distribution would be saving money if their
incomes exceeded their consumption. These
points follow from a standard equation, given in
economics textbooks, which stipulates that, in any
given year, a household’s consumption equals its
income minus its change in wealth.8

Table 2 asks the question, ‘In 2005 what was the
share of consumption of each of the ten income
deciles?’ It is clear from the evidence in Table 2
that the lower income deciles consume a great
deal more than a naïve observer might expect,
and the higher income deciles consume much
less. The lowest income decile in 2005 consumed
7.6% of total household consumption, despite
receiving only 3.1% of household disposable
income. As it happens, the second and third
income deciles are also estimated to have con-
sumed 7.6% of total consumption, despite receiv-
ing considerably less than this share of total
income. At the top end of the income distribution
a good deal of saving is occurring. The top
income decile received nearly a quarter of all dis-
posable income, but had just over a 15% ‘share’ of
consumption. Overall, the correlation between
household disposable income and household con-
sumption in HILDA 2005 was only 0.55.9
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savings and assets, it is not possible to say for how
long their current budgeting could persist. 

The focus so far has been on households whose
consumption exceeds their income. There are
also, as Table 2 makes clear, many households
which save substantial amounts. The largest group
comprises high income pre-retirement households
who have good prospects of being at least partly
self-funding in retirement. In the wake of recent
Federal Budgets, these pre-retirement households
now have substantial incentives to save. 

Discussion: Implications for economic 
well-being

The HILDA consumption data for 2005 have quite
significant implications for an understanding of
economic well-being and economic inequality 
in this country. In future years, as longitudinal
data that cover a full set of household accounts
become available, clearer evidence of consump-
tion smoothing will emerge, and it should be 
possible to assess medium-term and long-term
economic well-being. It is also obvious that data
on consumption, in conjunction with data on
income and wealth, will have important implica-
tions for an improved assessment of other public
policy issues, including financial poverty. Poverty
researchers have frequently observed that, in 
principle, poverty is best defined as involuntary
low consumption rather than low income
(Townsend, 1979), or perhaps as low consump-
tion and low income (Ringen, 1987) or even as
low consumption, low income and low net worth
(Headey, 2006). 

In the future, the HILDA Survey will attempt to pro-
vide the detailed household accounts needed to
estimate how many and which kinds of households
are not coping financially. It will also provide valu-
able data on savings, wealth accumulation and
many other aspects of economic well-being. 

Endnotes

1 It is far from certain, however, that a longitudinal 
series of estimates of total expenditure could be 
validly obtained in this way. In other words, a few 
items may or may not provide an adequate basis for esti-
mating annual changes in expenditure. Clearly, the
prime purpose of HILDA is to provide longitudinal 
estimates.

2 The HILDA figure was higher which is what would be
expected, given real growth in incomes between the
time HES was conducted in 2003–04 and the HILDA
Survey in September–October 2005.

3 This correlation was supplied by ABS, based on the
2003–04 Household Expenditure Survey. 

4 This seems realistic, given the list of items is accurately
measured. Clearly it would not be realistic if more con-
sumer durables, in addition to housing, were included. 

5 6% of current sale value is a fairly standard rule of
thumb for the rent that a dwelling would be likely to

Families, Incomes and Jobs, Volume 3      47

Table 2: Share of income or consumption of each 
income decile in 2005 (%)

Share of total Share of total 
household household

Decile of income income consumption
Decile 1 (lowest 
income group) 3.1 7.6
Decile 2 4.6 7.6
Decile 3 5.8 7.6
Decile 4 7.0 8.6
Decile 5 8.1 9.2
Decile 6 9.3 9.9
Decile 7 10.6 10.5
Decile 8 12.4 11.0
Decile 9 15.0 12.7
Decile 10 (highest 
income group) 24.2 15.4
Total 100.0 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. Both income and consumption
have been equivalised, using the standard OECD equivalence
scale. See the Glossary for a description of this scale.

A naïve observer, unfamiliar with concepts of life-
time (or ‘permanent’) income and consumption
smoothing, might jump to the conclusion that
many households are living beyond their means
and are headed towards insolvency and perhaps
poverty. In some cases the naïve observer could
be right (more discussion below), but many other
things are going on. More detailed analysis shows
that, as permanent income theory predicts, many
households headed by young couples or single
persons who have a ‘good’ education, and so may
reasonably expect high future earnings, currently
consume considerably more than they earn. So
also do some households which hold a large
amount of housing equity; that is, they have paid
off all or part of their mortgage. Their high level
of consumption is in part simply due to the fact
that, as explained above, 6% of housing equity is
treated as imputed rent and included as part of
overall consumption. Finally, and as expected,
many of those who consume more than they
receive in cash income are retirees. In a large
majority of cases, they own their homes outright
and, additionally, some are using up their super-
annuation and other savings. 

It remains true that some individuals and house-
holds without obvious prospects of higher future
incomes and without substantial housing equity
consumed a lot more than they earned in 2005.
Some were families with children and also with
low incomes, who appear to be struggling to
maintain a minimum adequate level of consump-
tion.10 Others were young single people, especially
young women, who may perhaps have been
receiving subsidies from parents or other rela-
tives.11 Other households may indeed be going
into debt and may be headed towards insolvency,
but without having up-to-date information on their



attract. Clearly, however, actual rental values in specific
suburbs can differ quite widely from this guideline.

6 The imputation was done by the authors, using the SPSS
MVA (missing values analysis) program. The imputation
is likely to be revised in future years, when it is
expected that the HILDA statistical team will undertake
a longitudinal imputation of the kind already done for
individual and household incomes. 

7 That is, (0.314 – 0.250)/0.314 = 0.206.

8 This assumes that both realised and unrealised capital
gains are treated as income.

9 This is the correlation for unadjusted household dispos-
able income and consumption. The correlation for the
equivalised measures was lower at 0.40.

10 Consumption is quite strongly related to household size,
even when, in a regression equation, household income
is controlled. This remains true, when years of education
(a proxy for earning capacity) are also controlled.

11 In principle, HILDA collects information about inter-
household transfers, but as in all surveys these are prob-
ably under-reported.
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Medium-term income poverty 
in Australia: How many were
medium-term poor in 2001–2005? 
The availability now of five years of HILDA data
provides the first real opportunity in Australia to
assess the prevalence of medium-term poverty. A
big advantage of a longitudinal survey like HILDA
is that it enables us to distinguish between indi-
viduals and households who experience short-
term income poverty and those who suffer longer
term poverty. Clearly, medium and longer term
poverty matter a great deal more than short-term
poverty. Medium-term and long-term poverty are
likely to have more serious negative effects on
adults’ careers and children’s life prospects than
short-term poverty. 

Distinguishing between short-term and
medium-term relative income poverty

Almost all previously published results in Australia
describe only short-term income poverty. Annual
poverty rates are usually quite stable, so it is ‘nat-
ural’ to infer that the same people tend to remain
poor year after year. But is this true? With five
years of data, HILDA is able to give some prelim-
inary results about the persistence of poverty. 

How should medium-term poverty be defined? In
this article two alternative approaches are used.
The more conventional approach is to use a
‘count’ method, which involves counting the num-
ber of years out of five in 2001–2005 that individ-
uals fell below an income poverty line. Individuals
are then defined as medium-term poor if they
were poor for all five years, or for (say) three or
four years running. An alternative approach, used
in Goodin et al. (1999), is to calculate a poverty
line for all five years combined and then to desig-
nate people as poor if their income for the entire
period fell below that poverty line. 

Limitations of the relative income approach
to poverty

For the purposes of this article, poverty is defined
in terms of low income. However, the income
poverty approach, while widely used in Australia
and elsewhere, is probably too narrow. At least
three other approaches, which define poverty in
terms of multiple dimensions of disadvantage,
have attracted interest in Western governmental

Relative income poverty
A person or a household is in relative income poverty if they are unable to afford the goods and services needed to enjoy a
normal or mainstream lifestyle in the country in which they live. Two different relative income poverty lines are used in this
Report. One defines individuals as poor if their equivalised household income is less than 50% of median equivalised
income. The second relative poverty line uses a cut-off of 60% of median household income.
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and policy-making circles. Poverty and disadvan-
tage may be defined in terms of low capabilities
(Sen, 1999), or as social exclusion and barriers to
participation (European Commission, 2000), or as
material deprivation based on measuring both low
income and low consumption (Ringen, 1987; see
also Townsend, 1979 who favours an approach
based only on consumption deprivation rather
than also on income). Headey (2007) has sug-
gested extending this last approach to take
account of wealth (net worth) as well. 

One reason for these multidimensional approaches
to poverty is that it is widely recognised that an
approach based solely on income has both con-
ceptual and empirical limitations. Conceptually,
income provides a household with potential com-
mand over economic resources. Whether a house-
hold actually has an adequate standard of living
(however adequate is defined) depends on its
actual consumption level; that is, its expenditures
plus its consumption of benefits in kind, including
public services. Empirically, there are serious dif-
ficulties in measuring low incomes. One important
problem is that receipt of government income
support payments tends to be under-reported in
surveys.1

The provision of housing support, either through
supply of public housing or rent assistance, is a
major benefit to those on low incomes. Capturing
and quantifying these data is challenging and their
absence from calculations of income poverty can
distort the apparent circumstances of those identi-
fied as income poor.

The limitations of using income to define poverty
are perhaps best exemplified through some analy-
sis of financial stress, as reported in the previous
Statistical Report. While experience of financial
stress is not equivalent to experience of poverty
—a person who has adapted to live within very
meagre means and therefore does not report
experience of financial stress may nonetheless still
be poor—it is telling that only about a third of
those who were poor as measured by the 50% of
median income poverty line reported financial
problems in 2004. Conversely 79.2% of those who
indicated they were in financial stress were not in
income poverty.

Defining relative income poverty and
medium-term poverty

What do we mean by income poverty, and what
cut-off points should be used to determine who is
poor? In a developed country like Australia almost
any statement about who is poor and how many

are poor is bound to be politically sensitive and
controversial. Some observers reject any concept
of poverty except ‘absolute poverty’. To be in
absolute poverty means to lack the basics: food,
clothing and shelter. Clearly, few people in
Western countries live in absolute poverty. So the
concept of income poverty now used by most
researchers and by some governments and inter-
national organisations is one of ‘relative poverty ’. A
person or a household is in relative income
poverty if they are unable to afford the goods and
services needed to enjoy a normal or mainstream
lifestyle in the country in which they live. 

It turns out that there is a moderate degree of pub-
lic consensus in Western countries about the level
of income required to avoid relative poverty.
Survey evidence regularly confirms that most
members of the public believe that if a household
has a disposable income under about 50% of the
median or typical income, then that household is
poor (Citro and Michael, 1995). However, it has to
be recognised that definitions of relative income
poverty are essentially arbitrary, even if based on
a degree of public consensus.

For many years OECD and other international
bodies defined relative income poverty as having
a household income below 50% of median. More
recently, the European Union and some member
governments moved to a poverty line set at 60%
of median income. In this article, we shall mostly
(but not exclusively) use the older 50% line, which
has been regularly used by Australian researchers.
It should be understood, however, that no
Australian Government has ever adopted an offi-
cial poverty line. 

As indicated above, two alternative approaches to
defining medium-term poverty are used in this
article. In previous reports on HILDA we have
defined medium-term poverty as being poor for
several years running, that is, three or four years.
Here we continue with this approach and, with
five years of data now available, we can assess
how many Australians were five-year poor.

Absolute poverty
Confusingly, absolute poverty has two meanings in social
science research. In this Report, absolute poverty means
lacking the basics: food, clothing and shelter. However,
sometimes fixed or ‘anchored’ poverty lines, like the
American ‘adequate diet’ poverty line, are referred to as
absolute poverty lines. They are absolute rather than ‘rel-
ative’ in the sense that they are not adjusted upwards as
mainstream living standards rise.
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Wealth/net worth
Household wealth is measured by the net worth (total assets minus total debts) of all members of the household. Assets
include housing and other property, pensions and superannuation, businesses and farms, equity investments (shares and
managed funds), cars and other vehicles, and cash in bank accounts. The most common types of debt are mortgages on
properties, loans for businesses or farms, HECS (student) debt and credit card debt.



Perhaps equally validly, however, we can also
average incomes over the full five years, calculate
50% and 60% poverty lines for the entire period,
and then define individuals as five-year poor if,
their average annual income during the entire
period fell below the five-year poverty line. Of
course, many of these individuals had periods
within the five years when their incomes were
temporarily above the five-year line. 

Equivalised incomes and relative poverty
lines in 2001–2005

In calculating income poverty rates, it is normal 
to use measures of equivalent income, that is,
income adjusted according to household needs.
The way in which ‘equivalent income’ is calcu-
lated was explained in a previous article in this
Report. 

As preliminary information, Table 1 shows annual
median household disposable incomes for
2001–2005, and also median equivalised incomes.
The final two columns show poverty lines for
2001–2005 set at (i) 50% of median equivalised
income and (ii) 60% of median equivalised
income. The final row gives incomes and poverty
lines based on average incomes for the five years
combined. All figures are given in constant 2001
dollars (inflation adjusted).2

Median equivalent incomes are estimated to have
risen by 6.9% in real terms in this period (i.e. after
adjusting for inflation). So, by definition, the
annual poverty lines rose by the same amount;
that is, what is implied by using relative income
poverty lines.

Financial stress
A person or household is considered to be under financial
stress if, due to shortage of money, it is not possible 
for them to meet basic financial commitments. The mea-
sure of financial stress used in this Report is based 
on questions about inability to pay utility bills on time,
inability to pay the mortgage on time, having to pawn or
sell possessions, going without meals, being unable to
heat the home, asking for financial help from friends or
family, or asking for help from a welfare or community
organisation.
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Table 1: Household incomes and relative poverty lines, 2001–2005 ($)

Household Equivalised Poverty line: 50% Poverty line: 60% 
disposable income income of median of median 

(median) (median) equivalised income equivalised income
2001 48,992 24,962 12,481 14,977
2002 49,750 25,087 12,544 15,052
2003 49,721 25,617 12,809 15,370
2004 51,648 26,387 13,194 15,832
2005 52,780 26,680 13,340 16,008
2001–2005 mean 50,539 26,297 13,148 15,778

Note: Population weighted results. 

Table 2: Relative poverty contrasted with measures of 
the persistence of poverty, 2001–2005 (% poor)

50% 60% 
poverty line poverty line

Annual poverty rates
2001 14.0 20.9
2002 13.1 20.6
2003 12.8 20.5
2004 12.7 20.5
2005 12.9 20.4
Persistence of poverty: 
Number of years poor in 2001–2005
Never poor 71.2a 61.6
1 year poor 12.6 12.9
2 years poor 6.4 7.9
3 years poor 3.7 5.1
4 years poor 2.8 5.2
All 5 years poor 3.3 7.4
Total 100.0 100.0
Average income for 2001–
2005 below 5-year line 9.0 16.5

Notes: Population weighted results. All longitudinal results are
based on a five-year balanced panel of respondents for whom
income data are available for all waves. a So, 28.8% were poor
one or more times, using the 50% line, and 38.4% were poor one
or more times, if the 60% line is used.

Short-term relative income poverty and
poverty persistence

Table 2 gives annual rates of relative poverty in
2001–2005 and also measures of the persistence of
poverty. One set of persistence measures show
how many people had incomes below the poverty
line in none of these years (i.e. they were zero
years poor in 2001–2005), how many were poor in
just one out of the five years, how many were
poor in any two of the three years, any three
years, any four years, and then how many were
poor in all five years. The second set of persis-
tence measures, given in the bottom row of the
table, show the percentages who had average
(mean) incomes below the five-year 50% and 60%
poverty lines. 

It should be understood that describing a house-
hold as poor in a particular year, or as poor on
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average for the half-decade, does not mean that it
had a poverty income for the entire period in
question. It means that its equivalent income,
taken over the period, was below the designated
relative poverty line. 

Defining relative poverty as having an income
below 50% of median, the HILDA Survey finds
that 14.0% of individuals were poor in 2001, 13.1%
in 2002, 12.8% in 2003, 12.7% in 2004 and 12.9%
in 2005. If the 60% of median cut-off is used, esti-
mated poverty rates were 20.9% for 2001, 20.6%
for 2002, 20.5% for 2003 and 2004 and 20.4% for
2005. On both measures, relative poverty gener-
ally declined to a modest extent, reflecting both a
strong economy and the fact that government
pensions and benefits continued to remove many
people from poverty. The finding that relative
poverty rates are a lot higher if the 60% cut-off is
used is partly due to the fact that several
Australian Government payments, including the
couple old age pension, raise people above the
50% line, but not the 60% line. 

The most interesting results in Table 2 relate to
poverty persistence. At first sight (although not
after some thought), the two different approaches
to the measurement of persistent poverty might
appear to yield somewhat contradictory results.
The multi-year count measures apparently provide
much lower assessments of poverty persistence
than the five-year average measures (last row of
Table 1). Using the 50% of median line, well over
a quarter of the population (28.8%) were poor in
at least one year in 2001–2005. But ‘only’ 3.3%
were poor in all five years. If the 60% poverty line
is used, it transpires that 38.4% were poor in at
least one year, and 7.4% were poor in all five
years. The five-year income averaging approach
appears to indicate much ‘worse’ outcomes. Using
the 50% poverty line, 9.0% are assessed as five-
year poor and, if the 60% line is used, 16.5% are
assessed as five-year poor.

The way to resolve the apparent contradiction
between the two approaches is to reconsider the
multi-year rates and to note that, using the 50%
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Table 3: Decile position in the equivalised income 
distribution of individuals who were not poor in 2003, 
then became poor in 2004, and then became not poor 
again in 2005 (%)

Decile position in 2005 among those 
who exited poverty that year
2nd decile (but just above poverty line) 24.9
3rd decile 22.9
4th decile 18.0
5th decile 10.5
Top half—deciles 6–10 23.6
Total 100.0

Note: Population weighted results. 

line, 9.8% were poor in three or more (i.e. a
majority) of the five years; a figure similar to the
9.0% who were poor on average during the
period. Results for the 60% poverty line indicate
that 17.7% were poor for three or more of the five
years, which is not greatly different from the
16.5% who were poor on average in 2001–2005. 

Both sets of estimates of medium-term poverty
could be regarded as misleading in one respect.
We do not know when those people who were
already poor in 2001 first became poor, some
were probably poor for several years before 2001.3

Income poverty transitions: Some preliminary
indications

The purpose of this section is to give preliminary
evidence about poverty transitions—‘entries’ into
and ‘exits’ from poverty. 

Research based on longer running panel data in
other Western countries has yielded some consis-
tent results about poverty transitions, even though
international differences in poverty rates and
poverty persistence are large (Goodin et al., 1999).
These results are likely to be confirmed by the
HILDA Survey data, but cannot be regarded as
completely certain for Australia yet:

• Most people who become poor soon cease to
be poor.

• The longer one has been in poverty, the
lower their chance is of ceasing to be poor.

• People who have been poor before, and
then ceased to be poor, are more likely
than average to become poor again.

In regard to the first point, consider the HILDA
respondents who were not poor in 2003 and then
became poor in 2004. What happened to them in
2005? 26.8% of them remained poor for (at least)
another year, while 73.2% were no longer poor
and so had ‘only’ been poor for about a year. But
did those who ceased to be poor have incomes
only just above the poverty line, or did they move
out of poverty by a considerable margin? To
answer this question equivalised incomes have
been divided into deciles (Table 3), that is, equal
groupings of 10%. In interpreting Table 3, it
should be remembered that in these years the
entire first decile was poor, plus a few per cent at
the bottom of the second decile.

Table 3 shows that many in this group escaped
poverty by moderate or even fairly large margins.
23.6% now had incomes in the top half of the
national distribution, and just over half (51.4%)
were now in deciles 3, 4 or 5; quite well above the
poverty line, but still below median income.
However, about a quarter (24.9%) were in the sec-
ond decile, but just above the 50% of median
income poverty line. 

Now consider a second group of HILDA respon-
dents—those who were not income poor in 2001



these individuals are at worse than average risk of
falling back into poverty in 2005. In fact, 24.7% of
these individuals were poor once again in 2005,
confirming that they are much more at risk than
the rest of the population. Table 6 gives the decile
position of these people in both the intermediate
year of 2004 when they were not poor, and also
in 2005 when some were poor and some not.

Compared with the groups previously portrayed
in Tables 3–5, this is an intermediate group. Some
escaped poverty by a considerable margin in 2004
and 2005, but others appear quite likely to be
moving in and out of poverty, at least for the next
few years.

Discussion

Clearly, from a public policy standpoint, medium-
term and long-term poverty matter more than
short-term poverty. It is also crucial, for policy
purposes, to understand reasons for entry into and
exit from poverty. These are precisely the issues
that HILDA will be able to continue to address in
detail as the panel survey continues.

Endnotes
1 Even ABS surveys, which have more detailed questions

on income support payments than any other source,
have experienced the problem; see Siminski et al., 2003.
It is clear that the HILDA Survey also under-records
income support payments, although detailed analyses of
the issue have not yet been undertaken.

2 In all poverty calculations in this article, people with
non-positive disposable incomes and negative private
incomes are excluded. The basis for these exclusions is
that, although a few people genuinely have negative or
zero incomes, the data are often not reliable. More gen-
erally, households have access to economic resources,
including wealth and benefits in kind, which are not
adequately reflected in measures of financial year
income. While this can affect analysis of the entire
poverty population, it is most serious for households
reporting zero or negative incomes. Hence their exclu-
sion in the analyses reported here.

3 Technically, this is known as a problem of ‘censoring’ or
specifically ‘left censoring’. The now standard approach to
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Table 4: Decile position in the equivalised income
distribution of individuals who were poor in 2002–2004, 
then became not poor in 2005 (%)

Decile position in 2005 among those 
who exited poverty that year 
2nd decile (but just above poverty line) 33.1
3rd decile 37.9
4th decile 3.9
5th decile 6.8
Top half—deciles 6–10 18.2
Total 100.0

Note: Population weighted results. 

Table 5: Decile position in the equivalised income 
distribution of individuals who were poor every year in 
2001–2004, then became not poor in 2005 (%)

Decile position in 2005 among those 
who exited poverty that year 
2nd decile (but just above poverty line) 64.3
3rd decile 24.2
4th decile 7.2
5th decile 1.3
Top half—deciles 6–10 2.9
Total 100.0

Note: Population weighted results. 

Table 6: Decile position in the equivalised income 
distribution in 2004 and 2005 of individuals who were not
poor in 2002, then poor in 2003 and not poor in 2004 (%)

Decile position Decile position
Decile position in 2004 in 2005
Below poverty line n.a. 19.2
2nd decile (but just 
above poverty line) 34.3 21.2
3rd decile 25.9 14.5
4th decile 15.4 15.5
5th decile 7.2 10.1
Top half—deciles 6–10 17.2 19.4
Total 100.0 100.0

Note: Population weighted results. 

but were in 2002, 2003 and 2004. The ‘exit rate’ in
2005 among those who had already been poor for
three years was a great deal lower than the exit
rate of the one-year poor discussed above; it was
30.5% as compared with 73.2%. Table 4 gives the
2005 incomes of the group who exited poverty in
that year. 

It can be seen that a majority were not much
above the poverty line in 2005; 33.1% were just
above the poverty threshold in the second decile
of equivalised income and another 48.6% were in
deciles 3, 4 and 5 combined, and 18.2% had
moved to the top half of the income distribution. 

Next, we consider the group who had been poor
for four consecutive years in 2001–2004 but who
were not poor in 2005 (Table 5). It should be
noted that, unlike the previous groups, we do not
know when these individuals first became poor.
Some may have been poor for many years prior 
to 2001.

In this group, 83.6% remained poor in 2005 and,
among the small minority who exited poverty,
64.3% were in the second decile and just above
the poverty line in 2005. Another 32.7% were in
deciles 3–5 and the remaining 2.9% were now in
the top half of the equivalised income distribution.

Finally, consider a fourth group who were not
poor in 2002, then poor in 2003, and again not
poor in 2004. If HILDA results are similar to results
for other Western countries, we expect to find that
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cope with censoring is to use spell (hazard) analysis (Bane
and Ellwood, 1986). However, spell analysis does not work
well with just five years of data; a longer panel is needed.
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Children in income poor households
Child poverty, especially persistent poverty, is an
especially serious concern because of the damage
it may do to children’s future careers and life
prospects. In Australia, at least until the late 1980s,
it used to be the case that child poverty was at
considerably higher levels than adult poverty,
partly because of the circumstances of lone moth-
ers and their children (Abello and Harding, 2004).
Indeed, in most Western countries it remains true
that child poverty rates—annual rates and poverty
persistence rates—are higher than adult rates
(OECD, 2007). 

What is the situation now in Australia? Is child
poverty still higher than adult poverty, and how
persistent is it? Successive governments have
attempted to address the issue both by reforming
the child support system—the system by which
non-resident parents, usually fathers, are required
to support the children of their previous partner-
ship(s)—and by progressively increasing the value

of family payments, which now mainly take the
form of Family Tax Benefits. 

This article reports evidence based on the same
measures of current and persistent poverty as the
previous article. Table 1 focuses on annual and
multi-year poverty rates for children under 15. All
children are included regardless of the type of
household in which they live.

The results in Table 1 clearly show that in
2001–2005 the persistence of child poverty was

Resident and non-resident parents
Parents with children who live in their household at least
50% of the time are ‘resident parents’. Parents who have
children who live in a non-private dwelling—such as
boarding schools, university halls of residence, or institu-
tions—are also considered to be resident parents. Non-
resident parents are parents who have children who live
in another household more than 50% of the time.

Table 1: Children under 15: Annual relative income poverty rates in 2001–2005 and measures of the persistence of 
poverty: 50% and 60% of median income poverty line (%)

Poverty Poverty
Annual poverty Annual poverty Number of persistence: persistence: 
rates: 50% line rates: 60% line years poor 50% line 60% line

2001 12.2 20.3 Never poor 73.7 61.5
2002 11.1 19.9 1 12.4 14.3
2003 10.5 19.7 2 6.6 8.1
2004 10.4 18.8 3 3.7 5.1
2005 12.9 20.9 4 2.4 6.6

All 5 years 1.3 4.5
Total 100.0 100.0

Average over 
5 years 6.8 15.3

Note: Population weighted results. 



lower than national and adult poverty persistence.
Using the 50% poverty line, five-year poverty per-
sistence among children under 15 was 1.3%, com-
pared with a national average of 3.3%. Using the
60% line, child poverty persistence was 4.5%,
compared to a national average of 7.4%. If we use
the alternative persistence measure, based on hav-
ing an average income over five years below the
poverty line, then the picture is the same. Using
the 50% poverty line, 6.8% of children were poor
in 2001–2005—the national average was 9.0%—
and using the 60% poverty line, 15.3% were poor,
compared to a national average of 16.5%. 

Arguably, from a public policy standpoint, annual
(cross-sectional) poverty rates are less important
than persistence rates. However, it should be
reported that in partial contrast to persistent
poverty, annual rates among children were similar
to, or perhaps just a little below national averages.
In 2005, however, child and adult rates were about
the same. 

Lone mothers and their children

Children living in lone mother households in fact
constitute a high percentage of all Australian chil-
dren living in poverty.1 In 2005 about 40% of chil-
dren in poverty were in lone mother households,
despite the fact that such households include only
about 17% of all children in Australia under 15.
Children in other types of household in fact have
poverty rates well below the national average. The

same applies to poverty persistence; children in
lone mother households have higher than national
average rates of poverty persistence, whereas chil-
dren in other households have far lower than
average rates.

Concluding points

Detailed simulations by the National Centre for
Economic Modelling (NATSEM) have shown that
both the system of child support payments intro-
duced in 1989, plus changes to family payments,
especially since 2001, have reduced child poverty
viewed cross-sectionally (Abello and Harding,
2004). This article has extended the analysis by
also examining the persistence of child poverty.
We find that child poverty is also less persistent
than poverty persistence in the population as a
whole.

Endnote
1 The numbers of children in lone father households in

the HILDA sample in 2001–2005 was too small to yield
statistically reliable results.
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Households at greater and lesser
risk of income poverty: 2001–2005
In the two previous articles in this Report, we have
reviewed national poverty rates, and then looked at
the special issue of child poverty. Let us now con-
sider which types of households are at high risk of
relative income poverty and which are at low risk.
Table 1 shows poverty rates in 2001–2005 for eight
types of household: those headed by working age
(25–54) couples without children; working age cou-
ples with children; one person working age male
households; one person working age female
households; lone mother households;1 elderly cou-
ples (65 and over); elderly one person male house-
holds and elderly one person female households.
In this article we will just use the 50% of median
income poverty line, which is more commonly
used in Australia than the 60% line.

It is clear from Table 1 that poverty rates vary
widely among different types of household.
Working age couple households have the lowest
poverty rates in the community and form the
majority of households. The group with the high-
est incidence of income poverty is elderly people
living alone; most rely on the single age pension,

which is below the 50% poverty line. As is well
known, lone mothers and their children have high
poverty rates. 

A less well known result, perhaps, is that working
age people living in one person households also
have high poverty rates. In 2001–2005, 14–19% of
working age men living alone were income poor,
as were a somewhat higher percentage of women.
For most household types shown in Table 2,
poverty was lower in 2005 than in 2001.

Table 2 gives income poverty persistence rates for
the same types of household. It should be noted
that only individuals who remained in the same
type of household for all five years are included in
the analysis.

The evidence of poverty persistence shows even
more starkly how the risk of poverty differs
among different types of household. Couple
households are at low risk of five-year poverty. In
2001–2005 only 0.3% of couples with no children
were income poor for all five years, and only 0.5%
of those with children were in this position. Using
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the alternative five-year average income measure,
just 2.1% of couples without children and 2.3% of
those with children were poor in this period. By
contrast, over a third of elderly people living alone
were persistently poor if the ‘count’ measure is
used, while over 50% were poor using the five-
year averaging method. The situation was particu-
larly serious among lone elderly women. 

Working age men living alone had a five-year
poverty rate of 8.7% using the count method and
of 12.3% using the averaging method. Among
working age women living alone 10.0% were five-
year poor according to the count method and
13.9% according to the averaging method. 

Over half (56.2%) of lone mothers and their children
were poor in at least one year in 2001–2005, using
the count method, and 3.7% in all five years. Nearly
a quarter (24.3%) were persistently poor, assessed
by the five-year averaging method. Research on the
experiences of lone mothers has shown that the rea-
sons why they move in and out of poverty include
spending periods in part-time work and shifting
between different government income support pay-
ments (Gregory and Klug, 2002). 

Concluding points

This article completes a set of three articles deal-
ing with rates of poverty among different cate-
gories of individuals and households. These arti-
cles are potentially of value for policy purposes
because they show who remains at highest risk of
poverty. Of course, it is a matter of policy choice
to decide whether or not to assist those who con-
tinue to have persistently low (equivalent)
incomes. The purpose of this article is simply to
contribute some evidence on which to base
informed choice. 

Endnote

1 Results here differ from those in the previous article in
this Report. This article uses households as the unit of
analysis and indicates the percentage of such house-
holds (not the percentage of children) who were poor.
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Table 1: Relative income poverty rates in 2001–2005 of different types of household: 50% of median equivalent 
income poverty line (%)

Working Working 
age couple age couple Working Working Lone Elderly Elderly Elderly
household, household, age lone age lone mother couple lone lone

no children a children male female household household male female
2001 5.5 5.8 19.1 20.2 24.9 28.5 53.1 58.5
2002 5.8 5.0 16.9 17.6 21.8 27.2 50.6 54.8
2003 4.9 6.4 13.9 18.9 21.6 26.8 57.1 59.5
2004 4.3 6.3 15.8 20.1 17.6 26.9 52.0 56.4
2005 3.8 6.9 14.3 19.1 22.3 26.4 48.1 52.5

Notes: Population weighted results. a In couple households, the male member of the couple has arbitrarily been designated as the ‘reference
person’, so it is his age which determines whether the household is designated as working age.

Table 2: Income poverty persistence in 2001–2005 of different types of household: 50% of median equivalent income 
poverty line (%)

Working Working 
Years age couple age couple Working Working Lone Elderly Elderly Elderly
poor in household, household, age lone age lone mother couple lone lone
2001–2005 no children a children male female household household male female
Never 88.4 86.7 69.2 69.9 43.7 43.5 30.6 24.1
1 7.6 8.0 12.0 9.7 16.0 21.0 8.6 11.4
2 1.9 2.5 4.1 3.3 13.7 9.7 10.4 11.8
3 1.0 1.7 3.2 3.6 13.9 7.8 9.3 7.0
4 0.8 0.6 2.8 3.5 8.9 8.2 7.5 10.7
All 5 years 0.3 0.5 8.7 10.0 3.7 9.8 33.6 35.0
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Average poverty 
incidence 
between 2001 
and 2005 2.1 2.3 12.3 13.9 24.3 27.4 53.8 56.3

Notes: Population weighted results. a In couple households, the male member of the couple has arbitrarily been designated as the ‘reference
person’, so it is his age which determines whether the household is designated as working age.



One of the key social policy objectives of the
Australian Government, and the Department of
Families, Community Services and Indigenous
Affairs (FaCSIA) in particular, is reduction of
poverty and disadvantage. As a FaCSIA publica-
tion in 2002 stated, ‘… the primary focus of
Australia’s social security system is protection
against poverty. In most other OECD countries,
the primary principle is one of income mainte-
nance across the life-cycle’ (Whiteford and
Angenent, 2002). In Australia, the poverty reduc-
tion objective is mainly pursued by means of
income support payments targeted at those in
greatest need. Payments come from general rev-
enue and are mostly means tested. In most OECD
countries, by contrast, a social insurance system,
to which working people contribute, is intended
to provide sufficient funds for an income fairly
close to a person’s normal earnings during periods
when those earnings are not available, for exam-
ple due to ill health, unemployment or retirement. 

As noted in previous articles, there is no official
poverty line in Australia and in practice, protection
against poverty is balanced against other sometimes
competing objectives. In recent times social policy
has been increasingly integrated with economic
policy, and in this context, it is seen as important
that income support programs should not act as
disincentives to paid work. Clearly, this concern
only applies to people of working age, and not
directly to children or people of retirement age. 

The most direct method of pursuing the aim of
poverty reduction is through taxes and public trans-
fers. The main transfers which reduce income
poverty are Australian Government income support
payments, including payments to retired people,
the unemployed, people with disabilities, and lone
parents. Also important are Family Tax Benefits
(FTB) which, unlike most Australian Government
transfers, are not tightly targeted to those in great-
est need. FTB-A is paid to all families with depen-
dent children up to a high family income cut-off.
For example, in the case of families with two
dependent children between 0 and 17 years old,
benefits do not completely cut out until a family
income of well over $100,000 is reached, although
they taper down from middle income levels
upwards (Buddelmeyer, Freebairn and Kalb, 2006). 

In this article, the focus is only on transfers and
direct taxes (income tax and Medicare Levy). No
attempt is made to assess the impact of non-cash
benefits, like health and education programs,
which can also reduce disadvantage. Nor do we
assess the effects of GST, other indirect taxes, local
taxes, rent assistance or public housing.

As in the previous article, two alternative defini-
tions of income poverty are used. A household is
defined as being in poverty if it has an equivalised
income below (i) 50% or (ii) 60% of median equiv-
alised income in the year in question. We use
these OECD and EU definitions in the absence of
any officially endorsed definition of poverty. 

Table 1 shows annual poverty rates before and
after government taxes and benefits in 2001–2005.
Also shown is an estimate of the percentage
change (plus or minus) in poverty due to govern-
ment. This is calculated as the poverty rate before
taxes and benefits minus the poverty rate after
taxes and benefits divided by the rate before taxes
and benefits, multiplied by 100 (Ringen, 1991). In
the tables that follow, the poverty rate before
taxes and benefits is labelled ‘pre-government
poverty’ and the rate after taxes and benefits is
labelled ‘post-government poverty’.

The purpose of constructing a measure of ‘pre-
government poverty’ is to try and establish a coun-
terfactual; that is, to say what the poverty rate
might have been in the absence of government, or
less unrealistically, if there was only a ‘night-
watchman state’ in which government was con-
fined to maintaining law and order and basic
property rights, and the welfare state was abol-
ished. It is logically impossible to assess the
impact of government on poverty without estab-
lishing some kind of counterfactual. At the same
time, it is fairly obvious that, if there were only a
night-watchman state, the distribution of earned
income and many kinds of social and economic
behaviour would be quite different from what
they are now. In particular, in order to avoid
extreme hardship, some people would be obliged
to take very low paying jobs and work very long
hours. Also, in order to achieve economies of
scale, and reduce housing costs in particular, some
households would presumably amalgamate.

Table 1 now gives estimates of pre- and post-
government poverty for each year in 2001–2005
and also shows the percentages of people ‘trans-
ferred out’ of poverty by government. It can be
seen from Table 1 that Australian taxes and trans-
fers make a very substantial impact in reducing
poverty. In 2001, using the 50% poverty line, the
reduction was 47.4% in 2002 it was 52.0%, in 2003
51.7%, in 2004 51.3% and in 2005 51.1%. These
large reductions are in part due to the fact that
some income support payments, notably the aged
pension, are in practice set just above the 50% of
median income poverty line. 

Reductions in poverty measured at the 60% line
are still substantial—close to a third. This is initially
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The impact of government on
income poverty in 2001–2005
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surprising, since no specific income support pay-
ments are by themselves set at a level high
enough to lift households above the 60% line.
However, it can be inferred from the evidence in
Table 1 that some combinations of payments, cou-
pled with Family Tax Benefits, are moving many
households above the 60% line. Rules allowing
benefit recipients, including old age pensioners
and lone parents, to keep some earnings without
necessarily facing prohibitive ‘effective marginal
tax rates’ (i.e. income losses due to foregone ben-
efits and higher taxes combined) also presumably
have an effect.

Which types of household get most and 
least assistance?

The figures in Table 1 represent averages for the
whole population. However, different sections of
the community are not expected to be equally
reliant on government payments. Households
headed by men or women of prime working age

are mostly expected to earn their own incomes,
whereas retirement age households and younger
(‘student age’) households are likely to be more
reliant on government support. Table 2 gives pre-
and post-government poverty estimates for these
six types of household in 2005: prime age couple
(25–54) households without dependent children or
students; prime age couples with dependent chil-
dren; prime age lone parent households; prime age
lone persons; elderly (65 and over) couple house-
holds and elderly single or widowed persons.

The estimates in Table 2, both those relating to the
50% poverty line and those relating to the 60% line,
indicate that pre-government poverty is much
higher among retirement age households and
higher among lone parent households than couple
households where the reference person is of prime
working age. Indeed, as is well known, among
retirement age households, the large majority
would be in poverty but for receipt of the age pen-
sion and other benefits. The Australian Government
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Table 1: The impact of government taxes and transfers on income poverty 2001–2005: All individuals (%)

Pre-government Post-government Change due to 
poverty rate poverty rate government

Panel A: 50% poverty line
2001 26.6 14.0 –47.4
2002 27.1 13.1 –52.0
2003 26.5 12.8 –51.7
2004 26.7 13.0 –51.3
2005 26.4 12.9 –51.1
Panel B: 60% poverty line
2001 30.6 20.9 –31.7
2002 30.6 20.6 –32.7
2003 30.4 20.5 –32.6
2004 30.7 20.7 –32.6
2005 30.5 20.4 –33.1

Note: Population weighted results. 

Table 2: The impact of government on income poverty in 2005: Six types of household (%)

Pre-government Post-government Change due to
poverty rate poverty rate government

Panel A: 50% poverty line
Prime age couple households, no children 7.6 4.0 –47.4
Prime age couple households with children 14.3 6.4 –55.2
Prime age lone parent households 52.7 26.1 –50.5
Prime age lone person households 18.8 16.0 –14.9
Elderly couple households 60.1 24.4 –59.4
Elderly ‘single’ households 75.6 44.7 –40.7
Panel B: 60% poverty line
Prime age couple households, no children 8.9 6.4 –28.1
Prime age couple households with children 18.4 11.3 –38.1
Prime age lone parent households 58.7 36.8 –37.1
Prime age lone person households 20.4 19.1 –6.4
Elderly couple households 64.7 41.1 –36.5
Elderly ‘single’ households 77.8 61.3 –21.2

Note: Population weighted results. 



has only in recent years, since the introduction of
the Superannuation Guarantee, made a major pol-
icy commitment towards encouraging most house-
holds to be financially self-reliant in old age.

How do government payments affect the different
types of household? Focusing on the 50% line, the
estimates in Table 2 indicate that most prime age
couple households and most lone parent house-
holds, who would otherwise be below this
poverty line, receive payments sufficient to raise
them above the line. However, many lone parent
households (26.1%) still remain below the line.
Elderly households headed by a single or wid-
owed person mostly remain poor according to this
standard. Prime age lone person households also
receive comparatively little financial assistance, in
their case the work disincentive argument runs
against giving them much support, and it may also
be fair to say that they lack political clout. 

The impact of different types of payments

We now extend the analysis by looking at the impact
of different types of government payments on the
finances of households. As noted earlier, govern-
ment payments are conventionally divided into two
main categories: income support payments and fam-
ily benefits. The main income support payments
were listed above. The family benefits considered
here are FTB-A, FTB-B and maternity benefit.1

The estimates given in Tables 3a and 3b first show
the separate impact of each category of govern-
ment transfer, and then show their combined
impact together with direct taxes.2 Table 3a reports
results for the whole population, and then Table
3b focuses on families with children in order to
show the substantial effects of FTB on family
finances. It should be explained that the middle
columns in the tables, which are labelled ‘Post-
intervention poverty rate’, are intended to indicate
what the poverty rate would have been, if the
‘intervention’ in question had occurred separately
(and not with others simultaneously). Clearly, this
is again a counterfactual, designed to assess the
impact of different interventions. 

It is clear that, for the population as a whole,
income support payments do much more to reduce
poverty than family payments. However, for fami-
lies with dependent children, family payments
make about an equal contribution. In fact, the more
children the family has, the more significant a share

Household reference person
In many analyses, it is useful to classify households
according to the characteristics (e.g. the age) of one main
person; the household reference person. For the pur-
poses of this Report, the male partner is treated as the
reference person in couple households, although the
female partner would do equally well. In lone parent
households the reference person is the parent. In lone
person households the reference person is that person.
No reference person has been designated in multi-family
and group households.
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Table 3a: The impact of income support payments, family benefits and direct taxes on poverty in 2005: All individuals (%)

Pre-government Post-intervention Change due to 
poverty rate poverty rate government

Panel A: 50% poverty line
Separate effect of income support payments 26.4 17.1 –35.2
Separate effect of family benefits 26.4 23.7 –2.7
Combined effects of transfers and taxes 26.4 12.9 –51.1
Panel B: 60% poverty line
Separate effect of income support payments 30.5 23.3 –23.6
Separate effect of family payments 30.5 27.0 –11.5
Combined effects of transfers and taxes 30.5 20.4 –33.1

Note: Population weighted results. 

Table 3b: The impact of income support payments, family benefits and direct taxes on poverty in 2005: Households 
with dependent children (%)

Pre-government Post-intervention Change due to 
poverty rate poverty rate government

Panel A: 50% poverty line
Separate effect of income support payments 30.0 21.7 –27.7
Separate effect of family benefits 30.0 22.7 –24.3
Combined effects of transfers and taxes 30.0 13.6 –54.3
Panel B: 60% poverty line
Separate effect of income support payments 35.3 28.6 –13.3
Separate effect of family payments 35.3 26.7 –24.3
Combined effects of transfers and taxes 35.3 21.6 –38.8

Note: Population weighted results. 



Incomes

of the budget family benefits become. On average,
family benefits have a bigger impact than income
support payments in reducing poverty among fam-
ilies with more than one child; and among families
with more than two children, family benefits play a
much the more important role. 

Impact of government on persistent poverty

The panel nature of the HILDA Survey data also
enables us to investigate the impact of government
on persistent poverty, which is plainly of greater
policy concern than one-year or cross-sectional
poverty. Table 4 gives evidence for the whole pop-
ulation, showing how many individuals would
have been poor for zero years, for just one year, for
two years, three years, four years and all five years
in a counterfactual night-watchman state, and then
how many were poor for 0–5 years in fact.3

The most interesting results in Table 4 are those
showing very large reductions in persistent or five-
year poverty in 2001–2005. If the 50% poverty line
is used, the percentage of the population who
would have been five-year poor in the absence of
government intervention was 14.5%. This was
reduced to 3.3% by government intervention. Using
the 60% poverty line, the reduction was from 17.2%
to 7.4%. In fact, poverty persistence was substan-
tially reduced for all types of household, regardless
of whether the 50% or 60% poverty line is applied. 

Discussion

Compared with the situation in most other OECD
countries, Australian Government transfer payments
absorb a relatively low proportion of GDP. However,
they are tightly ‘targeted’ towards those on low
incomes (Whiteford and Angenent, 2002). Because
Australia does not have an official poverty line,
researchers in this country tend to use standard

OECD or European Union poverty lines. Using these
standards, it transpires that much poverty reduction
is achieved, especially if the focus is on persistent
poverty. However, substantial numbers of elderly
single (including widowed) people, prime age sin-
gles and lone parent households remain poor. 

Endnotes
1 FTB-B is only paid to mothers who are not in paid work.

Child care benefits have not been included, because fol-
lowing the convention applied by the Australian Bureau
of Statistics, we treat them mainly as payments in kind,
not in cash.

2 Note that, in order to assess the separate and combined
effects of transfers and taxes, it was necessary to equiv-
alise them all, using the same OECD equivalence scale
as is used for disposable income. Having done this, one
can then decompose the effect of each type of govern-
ment intervention on equivalised income poverty.

3 As in previous articles one-year poverty means poor in any
one year in 2001–2005, two-year poverty means poor in
any two years, and so on. In this article only the ‘count’
method of assessing poverty persistence (counting years in
poverty out of five) is used. The five-year average income
method, employed in previous articles, is omitted here.
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Table 4: Impact of government on number of years in poverty, 2001–2005: All individuals (%)

Pre-government Post-government Change due to 
Number of years poor (0–5) poverty rate poverty rate government
Panel A: 50% poverty line
Never poor 59.0 71.2 +20.7
1 year 10.8 12.6
2 years 5.5 6.4
3 years 5.1 3.7
4 years 5.1 2.8
All 5 years 14.5 3.3 –78.3
Total 100.0 100.0
Panel B: 60% poverty line
Never poor 53.7 61.6 +14.7
1 year 12.0 12.9
2 years 6.5 7.9
3 years 5.0 5.1
4 years 5.7 5.2
All 5 years 17.2 7.4 –57.0
Total 100.0 100.0

Note: Population weighted results. 



Five years of HILDA data provide an opportunity
to take stock of medium-term changes in the mate-
rial standard of living of Australian individuals and
households. 2001–2005 have been years of good
economic growth, so we would certainly expect to
find that most people’s living standards have risen.
But what percentage of the population are actually
better off, and what percentage are worse off?
Which types of households have done particularly
well during the long economic boom, and which
households have fared relatively poorly? 

It is worth noting that these questions can only be
answered with panel data. Cross-sectional income
data of the kind collected in most surveys could not
possibly tell us what percentage of Australian
households have become better or worse off. So,
the HILDA Survey data provide a first opportunity to
make this assessment. It should be noted, however,
that the National Centre for Economic Modelling
(NATSEM) uses simulated data to make longitudinal
estimates of the kind given in this article.1

Equivalised income—the best available 
measure of material standard of living

How can we best assess changes in living stan-
dards? Our preferred measure is equivalised
income. This measure is selected because it is the
best available indicator of material standard of liv-
ing.2 Equivalised income is defined as income after
taxes and transfers (pensions and benefits) and
after adjusting for household size and needs.
Clearly, disposable income (i.e. income after gov-
ernment taxes and transfers) is a better measure of
material living standards than private income or
market income. Also, a household with, say, four
members would clearly be worse off with the same
income than a lone person household. The obvi-
ous adjustment would be to divide income by the
number of individuals in the household in order to
get household per capita income. But this would
make no allowance for economies of scale in
larger households (e.g. members do not each need
a separate house) or for the fact that children are
generally cheaper to keep than adults. So the stan-
dard procedure in OECD and in academic circles is
to construct ‘equivalised income’ in order to take
account of different household needs. In this
Report, we use the OECD equivalence scale, which
is constructed by dividing household disposable
income by an equivalence score and allows 1.0 for
the first adult in the household, 0.5 for other adults,
and 0.3 for children under 15. So a household of
two adults and two children would have an equiv-
alence score of 2.1 (1.0 + 0.5 + 0.3 + 0.3). If it had

a combined of $50,000, it would be attributed an
equivalent income of $23,810 ($50,000/2.1). The
same equivalent income is then assigned to each
household member; the assumption being that all
income is pooled and equally shared, giving every
member the same standard of living. 

Combining years—changes in equivalised
incomes between 2001–2002 and 2004–2005

Having decided on equivalised income as a pre-
ferred measure, there still remain some important
issues of measurement validity in deciding how to
assess the extent of income change in 2001–2005.
The obvious approach would be just to compare
average (mean) equivalised incomes in 2001 and
2005, and then calculate average gains or losses
realised by different individuals and households.
This approach would have at least two defects.
The first relates to what is technically (in statistics
books) called regression-to-the-mean. Whenever
one measures changes over time in any phe-
nomenon, it is nearly always found that those who
started out at the bottom of the distribution have
made considerable (‘surprisingly large’) gains
between time 1 and time 2, and those who started
out at the top have made much smaller gains or
even substantial losses in the same period. This
type of regression-to-the-mean is found even for
seemingly very objective phenomena such as 
the measurement of individuals’ body weights.
The problem is that only some of the change
apparently measured is ‘real’, while much of it is
measurement error. Take body weight, for exam-
ple. Some of the individuals measured as being
near the bottom end of the weight distribution at
time 1 will be there because their weight was
slightly mismeasured or under-reported (if the evi-
dence is based on self-reports rather than standing
on a weighing scale). Others will have accurately
recorded their weight, but their weight on the par-
ticular day of measurement will be exceptionally
and temporarily low due to health problems or
heavy dieting. The opposite errors will be found
for some of the individuals who appear to be at
the top end of the distribution at time 1; some will
have over-reported their weight and some will be
temporarily much heavier than is normal for them. 

Now comes the problem in measuring change. By
the time these individuals have their weight mea-
sured again—say a month or a year later—nearly
all of them will record a weight which is normal
for them. The ones who misreported at time 1 are
unlikely to do so again at time 2, and those who
were temporarily overweight or underweight at
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time 1 will not be in the same condition at time 2.3

Then when ‘change in weight’ is calculated, the
apparent changes for these individuals will be too
large; they will appear to have ‘regressed’ or
moved back towards the mean (the average), with
many low weight individuals apparently gaining a
lot of weight and high weight individuals appar-
ently losing a lot of weight. 

If, as is usually the case, the researcher wants to
know about typical or ‘representative’ changes in
the community, regression-to-the-mean is a source
of error; it leads to exaggerated estimates of
change. And when the phenomenon in question is
something less easily and accurately recorded than
weight, the problem gets worse. Here we are con-
cerned with incomes, where plainly there is likely
to be more error in measurement—including
regression-to-the-mean—than is the case with
measuring weight.

There is no single agreed solution to problems
arising from regression-to-the-mean, and many of
the solutions offered by statisticians are not appli-
cable with just five years of panel data. A simple
partial remedy used here is to calculate change in
income in 2001–2005 by combining years. The
measure here is:

Change in income = the average (mean) of
equivalised incomes in 2004 and 2005,
minus the average for 2001 and 2002.4

This averaging procedure reduces regression-to-
the-mean by ensuring that our measure of change
is less affected by one-off ‘errors’ due to misre-
porting or exceptional temporary fluctuations. It is
nevertheless probable that the results given in
Table 1 for those who started at the very top or
very bottom ends of the distribution in 2001–2002
exaggerate the changes in income which actually
occurred by 2004–2005.5

A second measurement issue is much less difficult.
Income distributions have a long right tail; the mil-
lionaires at the top end. So when average (mean)
percentage changes in income are reported,
results tend to be misleading due to huge changes
which can occur in rich people’s incomes. It is
therefore preferable to calculate median as well as
mean changes. The median case—the median

individual or household—is the one in the exact
middle of the distribution. In assessing what has
happened to typical Australian incomes, it is sen-
sible to focus attention primarily on the medians
rather than means.

Changes in material standard of living:
Results for individuals

It is useful to give results both for individuals and
then separately for different types of household.
For most purposes, household analysis is more
useful. However, we begin with evidence for three
sets of individuals. Table 1 shows changes in
equivalent income for all Australians, for prime
age individuals (25–54) and for children under 15.
Equivalent incomes are expressed in constant
2001 dollars.6

Perhaps the two most interesting pieces of evi-
dence in Table 1 relate to the percentages record-
ing a positive change in equivalent income (bot-
tom row; highlighted) and, secondly, the increases
recorded by median individuals (also high-
lighted)—58.0% of all individuals, 58.8% of prime
age people and 61.4% of children under 15
recorded gains in income in this period. The
median individual was 5.2% better off at the end
of the period, while for prime age individuals the
median increase was 4.7% and for children 7.8%. 

Given the good rate of national economic growth
in this period, it is perhaps initially surprising that
gains were not more widely shared. The house-
hold analyses given in Table 2 will cast some light
on this outcome, but it still remains largely unex-
plained. The relatively favourable results for chil-
dren probably reflect the steadily increasing value
of Family Tax Benefits. 

Changes in material standard of living:
Results for households

An improved understanding of the changes which
have occurred can be gleaned from summarising
results for different types of household (Table 2).
From Table 2, it can be seen that a majority of all
types of household recorded an increase in equiva-
lent income. Prime age couples with no children—
most of whom are double income earners—
recorded the highest gains; 72.4% of them made real
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Table 1: Changes in equivalent income between 2001–2002 and 2004–2005: Individualsa

Prime age (25–54) Children under 15 All
Mean 2001–2002 ($) 31,840 25,316 28,894
Mean 2004–2005 ($) 33,344 26,616 30,128
% change +4.7 +5.3 +4.3
Median 2001–2002 ($) 28,852 22,590 25,678
Median 2004–2005 ($) 30,216 24,354 27,006
% change +4.7 +7.8 +5.2
% whose equivalised income rose 58.8 61.4 58.0

Notes: Population weighted results. a Equivalised incomes are expressed in constant 2001 dollars. Only individuals who were in the relevant
age group throughout the five-year period are included. 



income gains, with the median gain being 13.4%.
Lone mother households also made substantial
gains, although coming off a low base; 63.0% of
them recorded real income increases, with the
median gain being 10.6%. These outcomes probably
reflect both increases in Family Tax Benefits and per-
haps also increasing pressure on lone parents to find
paid work. Elderly couples fared least well; 55.5%
had made some gain by 2004–05 but the median
gain was only 0.7%. However, this result needs to be
put in policy context. Many elderly households run
down their assets as they continue to age; indeed,
the superannuation system in general, and allocated
pension schemes in particular, are based on an
assumption that this is what will happen. 

Concluding points

This article has described gains in real (constant dol-
lar) equivalent incomes between 2001–2002 and
2004–2005. The mid-points of these two time peri-
ods are 30 June 2001 and 30 June 2004. During this
period the national economy grew by approximately
10% and GDP per capita grew by close to 7% (OECD,
2007). So it is an interesting and only partly explained
puzzle that, according to HILDA’s estimates, only 58%
of Australian residents recorded a gain in equivalent
income. Further the median gain was just 5.2%. 

A first guess to explain this puzzle might be that
equivalent income inequality must have increased
during the period, so that gains were heavily con-
centrated in higher income groups. In fact, as a
subsequent article in this volume will indicate, this
did not occur. In the 1980s and 1990s there was a
small increase in equivalent income inequality
(ABS, 1997) but the trend did not continue into the
period covered here. A very limited and partial
explanation may be that an increasing share of
national income went to profits rather than to
wages and salaries. So, the puzzle remains and it
is one that may well claim the attention of both
policy makers and researchers in the future. 

Endnotes

1 No direct comparisons can be made between the esti-
mates given in this article and estimates given in NAT-
SEM publications. However, in general terms, NATSEM
also estimates that the incomes of all types of household
have risen, that couples without children have done par-
ticularly well, and that most lone mother households
have made gains. 

2 In principle, a measure of consumption might be prefer-
able, but detailed consumption measures were not avail-
able in HILDA until 2005 (see other articles in this volume).

3 Unless they have a bias (perhaps due to social desir-
ability) towards misreporting their weight. In this case
they may well repeat their error. The data would then be
characterised by ‘serial autocorrelation’; a problem well
known to econometricians but too technical for consid-
eration here.

4 Reminder: throughout this Report income (or equivalent
income) in 2001 refers to financial year 2000–01, income
in 2002 to financial year 2001–02, and so on. 

5 The averaging procedure will be more valuable in reduc-
ing ‘error’ due to regression-to-the-mean, the longer
HILDA continues. For example, in estimating income
change over a 20-year period, one could calculate
change as the difference between the first and last 5
years of income. Presumably, in this scenario the impact
of regression-to-the-mean would be zero or negligible.

6 As in other articles in Section 2 of the Report, only indi-
viduals and households with positive disposable (post-
government) incomes and non-negative private incomes
are included in analyses.
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Table 2: Changes in equivalent income between 2001–2002 and 2004–2005: Householdsa

Prime age Elderly Elderly
Prime age couples, Prime age Lone Elderly lone lone
couples, with Prime age lone mother couples men women

no children children lone men women householdsb (65+) (65+) (65+)
Mean 2001–2002 ($) 37,342 28,477 31,615 22,585 17,416 20,929 20,768 16,913
Mean 2004–2005 ($) 41,844 29,363 33,070 24,800 18,939 20,021 19,906 16,867
% change +12.1 +4.3 +4.4 +9.8 +8.7 –4.3 –4.2 –0.2
Median 2001–2002 ($) 35,061 25,911 27,851 19,861 15,341 16,103 13,071 13,217
Median 2004–2005 ($) 39,743 28,085 29,103 20,763 16,974 16,211 13,925 13,869
% change +13.4 +8.4 +4.2 +4.5 +10.6 +0.7 +6.5 +4.9
% whose equivalised 
income rose 72.4 59.9 55.3 66.1 63.0 55.5 57.8 61.0

Notes: Population weighted results. a Equivalised incomes are expressed in constant 2001 dollars. Only households with reference persons
in the relevant age group throughout the five-year period are included. It is possible that this method may lead to a sample selection 
problem, for example, a prime age person who remained single and childless in all five years may not have the same characteristics as a
prime age person who was single and childless in at least one, but not all of the five years. b The number of lone father households is too
small to yield reliable results.
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Social science textbooks often present an image of
society as being like a layer cake or a pyramid.
Better off and higher status people are pictured on
the top layer (or at the top of the pyramid) and the
impression is given that they remain there for long
periods, or perhaps for an entire lifetime, or even
inter-generationally. Middle income or middle
class people are pictured as remaining long term
in the middle layers of society, and the poor or
lower status people are shown in the lower layers,
or at the bottom of the pyramid. This is a static
view of society and of the income distribution. An
alternative view is that society and the economy
are or should be characterised by a high degree of
opportunity and mobility. This is a more dynamic
view of how society is or should be.

Panel studies, like the HILDA Survey, are ideally
placed to investigate the extent to which the
income distribution is relatively static or dynamic.
However, the reader should be aware that the best
evidence about current levels and recent trends in
income comes from regular surveys conducted by
the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS).1 ABS sur-
veys include very detailed questions on individual
and household incomes and also have very high
response rates. As explained in the introduction to
this Report, the HILDA Survey has a lower
response rate and unavoidably suffers some
respondent attrition. HILDA questions on income
are much more detailed than in most academic
surveys, but less detailed than ABS questions. The
small biases in HILDA Survey results on income,
and the extent to which respondent attrition is
related to income, are analysed in Watson and
Wooden (2004). It should be pointed out that
household incomes, as measured in the HILDA
Survey, are somewhat higher than in ABS surveys,
although it is not clear that HILDA is less accurate.2

Defining income mobility—changes in 
households’ positions in the income 
distribution

In this section of the Report, the focus is on house-
hold income mobility. By ‘mobility’ we mean the

extent to which household incomes change relative
to each other. So the question here is not whether
household incomes were rising or falling—in this
period of steady economic growth most incomes
rose in real terms—but the extent of mobility up
and down the distribution. Do most households
scarcely change their relative position in the distri-
bution, or is it quite common, over say five or ten
years, to move from low points in the distribution
into the top half, and vice versa? Which groups in
society are most and least income mobile, and what
are the main determinants of mobility?

To analyse income mobility, we divide household
incomes into quintiles; that is equal 20% groupings
such that quintile 1 is the lowest income group and
quintile 5 the highest income group.3 Five years is
too short a period to gain a really good under-
standing of income mobility. Nevertheless some
interesting and perhaps unexpected patterns of
change are observable. 

To give an overview of income mobility, the mea-
sure of income used is equivalised income. As
explained in the previous article, this measure is
preferred because it is the best available measure
of a household’s material standard of living.4

Equivalised income is defined as income after
taxes and transfers (pensions and benefits) and
after adjusting for household size and needs. 

Overview of mobility 2001–2005

Table 1 is a transition matrix showing what had
happened by 2005 to individuals starting out in
different equivalised income deciles in 2001.5,6

Printed in bold italics along the top left to bottom
right diagonal are results for people whose rela-
tive income position did not change at all. 

Income mobility
Income mobility is the extent to which incomes change rel-
ative to each other. How many people—and with what char-
acteristics—are moving up the income distribution, and
what kinds of people are moving down the distribution?
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Income mobility: Five years of
change, 2001–2005

Table 1: What happened by 2005 to individuals starting in different equivalised income quintiles in 2001? (%)

Quintile in 2001
Quintile in 2005 Quintile 1 Quintile 2 Quintile 3 Quintile 4 Quintile 5
Quintile 1 58.5 21.3 9.8 5.3 5.0
Quintile 2 24.2 37.3 21.0 12.3 5.2
Quintile 3 9.8 24.9 34.4 20.0 10.8
Quintile 4 4.0 11.8 24.8 38.6 20.9
Quintile 5 3.5 4.6 9.9 23.8 58.1
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Note: Population weighted results. 



A calculation based on the results along the diag-
onal, shows that in 2005 over 40% of individuals
remained in the same quintile as in 2001.
Approximately one-third of those in the middle
quintile in 2001 had moved up the income distri-
bution by 2005, while 30.8% had moved down
and 34.4% had remained in the middle quintile.
Similarly, almost 40% of those in the second quin-
tile in 2001 had moved up the income distribution,
while 37.3% remained in the second quintile and
21.3% had moved into the lowest quintile. Most of
those who changed had moved up or down by
just one quintile. The apparently greater stability
of incomes at both the top and bottom ends, rela-
tive to the middle, is in some respects misleading.
People who start in the top or bottom quintile can
only subsequently change in one direction, while
everyone else can change both ways. Also, most
incomes are packed close to the middle of the dis-
tribution, so that a smaller percentage change in
household income is needed to change quintiles
in the middle than at either end of the scale. 

Despite an overall picture of moderate stability, a
minority registered large changes in equivalised
income. Of those who started in the bottom quin-
tile in 2001, 7.5% (4.0% + 3.5%) were in the top
two quintiles by 2005. Conversely, among those
who started in the top deciles 10.2% (5.0% + 5.2%)
were in the bottom two quintiles by 2005. 

It is important to realise that many factors can
bring about change in a household’s and therefore
an individual’s position in the equivalised income
distribution. Changes in the labour income of the
household reference person and/or his/her partner
are important, but so too are increases or
decreases in the number of earners in a household,
and changes in household composition. So if
another household member goes out to work (e.g.
a female partner or a teenager), the household’s
relative income position is likely to improve,
whereas if a member stops working, the house-
hold’s relative income position usually declines.

Quintile changes—income mobility of 
different types of household

Another method of summarising income mobility is
to print the percentages of households who moved
up or down the distribution by a certain number of
quintiles. Table 2 divides households into six main
groups: prime age (25–54) couple headed house-
holds without children; prime age couple house-
holds with children; prime age lone mother house-
holds;7 prime age lone persons, elderly (65 and
over) couples, and elderly lone persons.8,9

Just over 50% of all households experienced no
change in income quintile between 2001 and
2005—25.1% moved up in the distribution and
23.9% moved down. The most income-stable group
were lone person (single or widowed) elderly
households. Most of them were living wholly or
partly on the old age pension. Few registered very
large relative losses in income in 2001–2005,
although about 11% moved upwards by one quin-
tile and about the same percentage moved down-
wards in either direction. Elderly couples were also
a fairly stable group, although rather more moved
down the income distribution than up. Downward
movement was probably partly due to running
down superannuation holdings.

Lone mother households were also a fairly stable
group but with many more moving up the income
distribution than down. It is likely that upward
change was substantially due to increased Family
Tax Benefits in the 2001–2005 period. 

Prime age couple households were somewhat
more mobile, in part because, with at least two
potential earners available, there is more chance
that at least one of them will have entered or left
the labour force during this period. Prime age lone
person households were a bifurcated group in
which 58.7% recorded no change in their relative
income position, but also with subsets recording
substantial upward or downward mobility. More
detailed analysis shows that it was young singles
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Table 2: Income mobility of different types of household, 2001–2005 (%)

Prime age 
Change Prime age couple Prime age Prime age Elderly
between couple households lone lone Elderly lone
2001 and All households with mother person couple person
2005 households no children children households households households households
Up 4 quintiles 0.4 *0.9 *0.2 *0.0 *0.6 *0.2 *0.6
Up 3 quintiles 1.7 *3.2 *0.3 *0.2 *1.4 *1.3 *1.0
Up 2 quintiles 5.2 *5.8 *4.2 *11.6 *3.9 *3.0 *1.9
Up 1 quintile 17.8 17.4 24.7 20.6 15.0 11.7 11.0
No change 51.0 48.6 45.1 57.1 58.7 56.9 69.6
Down 1 quintile 15.6 13.8 18.7 *10.5 13.2 18.5 10.6
Down 2 quintiles 5.4 *8.8 *4.3 *0.0 *4.3 *5.2 *2.5
Down 3 quintiles 2.0 *1.2 *1.9 *0.0 *1.2 *2.0 *1.0
Down 4 quintiles 0.9 *0.4 *0.6 *0.0 *1.6 *1.2 *1.8
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.
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who tended to be upwardly mobile, and older
lone persons who were downwardly mobile.

Discussion—factors associated with upward
and downward mobility

There is a large American literature, but little
Australian work, on the range of factors associated
with income mobility (Duncan, 1984; Bane and
Ellwood, 1986). Among the factors associated with
upward income mobility (measured by equivalised
income) are: 

• Getting married/partnered

• Getting a job

• Additional household members entering the
labour market

• Being well educated and gaining further
education

• Children leaving home

• Getting well after being sick

Additional factors associated with downward
mobility are: 

• Women separating from their spouses/
partners

• Becoming unemployed or voluntarily 
exiting the labour force

• Having more children

• Becoming sick

Endnotes
1 In 2003–04 ABS conducted a new Household

Expenditure Survey which also collected data on house-
hold incomes and wealth (ABS, 2006). 

2 In 2006 ABS made a comparison between income esti-
mates in its main Surveys of Income and Housing and
small area estimates mainly derived from tax returns sub-
mitted to the Australian Taxation Office (ATO). The small
area estimates were treated as ‘gold standard’, or at least
as ‘best available’. Interestingly, the SIH’s main estimates
of labour income and gross income were about 4% lower
than the small area estimates. By contrast, HILDA esti-
mates are generally 2–3% higher than the small area esti-
mates. One reasonable surmise is that the HILDA esti-
mates are plausible because it might be expected that
taxpayers would tend to slightly understate rather than
slightly overstate their incomes on tax returns.

3 In previous HILDA Statistical Reports, the income distri-
bution was divided into deciles; equal groupings of 10%.
In this Report, quintiles are preferred because, as
explained in the previous article, the use of larger
groupings reduce the risk of misleading results due to
‘regression-to-the-mean’.

4 In principle, a measure of consumption might be prefer-
able, but detailed consumption measures were only
included in HILDA for the first time in 2005 and so are
not yet available for analysis of mobility. 

5 In this and subsequent articles, reference to 2001
incomes means income received in financial year
2000–01, 2002 incomes are incomes received in financial
year 2001–02, and so forth. 

6 People with non-positive disposable incomes and with
negative private incomes are excluded from analysis.
Some people genuinely have such incomes, but gener-
ally the data are unreliable.

7 Lone father households are not represented in sufficient
numbers for results to be reliable.

8 In couple households, the male partner is deemed the
reference person. In lone person households, the refer-
ence person is that person, and in lone parent house-
holds, it is the lone parent. No reference person was
designated for multi-family and group households.
Households are only included if they retained the same
reference person who remained in the same age group
throughout 2001–2005. Note that households with refer-
ence persons under 25 are omitted, partly because of
small numbers, partly because they are a self-selected
group who have left the parental home (and are thus
likely to be different from young people generally), and
partly because they are a highly diverse groups consist-
ing of, for example, students and young workers.

9 When an equivalised income measure is used, gender
differences in incomes and income mobility are minor,
because household incomes are assumed to be equally
shared. So gender differences (as distinct from differ-
ences by gender of household reference person) are not
reported in this article.
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In Australia, unusually among Western countries,
the incomes of the well-off are just about as
volatile as the incomes of the poor. It is widely
believed that the same individuals and families
usually remain well-off for long periods, or even
for several generations. But in reality most well-off
people are ‘self-made’ rather than inheriting
wealth (Business Review Weekly, 2004), and the
evidence here suggests that it is not particularly
easy to remain at the top of the pile.

The rich can be defined in terms of wealth (assets)
or income. Wealth has been covered in previous
Reports. The focus here is on high income house-
holds and their ability or inability to retain high
incomes in 2001–2005. 

So the well-off are defined here as individuals
living in households with incomes in the top
decile—the top 10%. Obviously this cut-off point
is arbitrary, but the results relating to volatility
would be much the same if we took the top 5% or
20%. In 2005, using the 10% cut-off line, the typi-
cal (median) well-off person lived in a dual earner
couple household, where the couple were in their
later forties and both had tertiary education. They
had a median household income before taxes and
transfers of $185,000. In 2002, when HILDA mea-
sured wealth, they had a median net worth of
$572,000, mainly in the form of housing equity.

Income mobility of the richest 10% by 
equivalent income

Table 1 gives an overview of income mobility at
the top end by showing how many households
never made it into the top 10%, how many did it
once, how many twice, and how many managed
to stay there five years running. Several measures
of income are used. In the first column, results are
given for the same measure as was used for
assessing poverty—equivalised disposable income.

As explained in a previous article, this is a very
useful measure of a household’s material standard
of living. Then successive columns give income
measures for these same individuals; measures
which could be regarded as ‘prior’ to equivalised
income. Column 2 deals with individual labour
income; the main source of income for most peo-
ple. Column 3 covers household labour income;
the sum of the earnings of all household mem-
bers. In column 4 ‘household pre-government
income’ means all income derived from market
sources (labour income, asset income, private
superannuation etc), plus gifts, bequests and child
support payments. The only income sources omit-
ted here are government benefits and taxes.
Household pre-government income is the best
measure of how well households are doing under
their own steam; that is, without government sup-
port or intervention. In column 5 is household dis-
posable income; that is, household income after
taxes and benefits, but not equivalised to adjust
for differing household needs.

At some risk of exaggeration, it might be said that
it is easy to become well-off but hard to stay that
way. If it was easy to stay (comparatively) rich, then
close to 10% would have been at the top of the dis-
tribution in all five years. But in fact, 21.5% were in

Household pre-government income
Household pre-government income means all income
derived from market sources (labour income, asset
income, private superannuation etc), plus inter-household
gifts and bequests. The only income sources omitted here
are government benefits and taxes. 

Household labour income
Household labour income is the sum of the wage, salary
and self-employment earnings of all household members.
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Income mobility at the top end of the
distribution: 2001–2005

Table 1: Income mobility of the richest 10%, by income, 2001–2005 (%)

1 2 3 4 5
Richest 10% Richest 10% Richest 10% Richest 10% 

Number of Richest 10% (individual (household (household (household 
times rich in (equivalised labour labour pre-government disposable 
2001–2005 income) income) income) income) income)
0 times 78.5 83.4 78.9 79.2 78.4
1 9.2 4.8 8.7 8.2 9.0
2 4.4 2.4 4.2 4.6 4.7
3 2.7 2.0 2.9 2.6 2.8
4 2.6 2.3 2.2 2.3 2.3
5 times 2.7 5.0 3.1 3.2 2.8
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Note: Population weighted results.
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the top decile of equivalised incomes at least once
in 2001–2005. Only 2.7% managed to stay there
every year. As might be expected, individual labour
incomes were somewhat more stable, with 16.6%
making it into the top decile at least once and 5.0%
doing so every year. Household labour incomes,
household pre-government incomes and house-
hold disposable incomes were all quite unstable.
The result relating to household pre-government
incomes is particularly interesting, because this
measure gives the best indication of how house-
holds would have fared in the absence of govern-
ment intervention. 

Comparing the income mobility of the 
well-off and poor

In contrast to results for some other Western coun-
tries, it appears that Australia’s rich are a group
that is almost as volatile as the poor (Burkhauser
and Poupore, 1997). Table 2 directly compares the
income mobility of the richest and poorest 10% of
individuals as measured by equivalent incomes.
The household pre-government incomes of these
individuals are also given. It should be noted that
the ‘poverty line’ used here differs from the one
used in the previous article on poverty; the aim
here being to provide an exact comparison
between deciles.

Table 2 does not yield unambiguous results about
whether the well-off are a more or less volatile
group than the income poor. Focusing on pre-
government incomes, it appears that more people
made it into the top decile in this period (20.8%)
than found themselves in the bottom income
decile (17.9%). By contrast, more people were in
the bottom decile every year (4.3%) than were in
the top decile every year (3.2%).1 The unambigu-
ously greater volatility of poverty incomes, mea-
sured on an equivalised basis, is thus clearly due
to government intervention; that is, due to govern-
ment transfers moving some people out of poverty. 

By international standards Australia appears to be
characterised by relatively high volatility at the top
end of the distribution. The evidence from other
countries which run panel surveys, including
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Table 2: Comparing the income mobility of richest and poorest 10% by income, 2001–2005 (%)

Richest 10% Poorest 10%
Number of Richest 10% Poorest 10% (household (household 
times rich in (equivalised (equivalised pre-government pre-government 
2001–2005 income) income) income) income)
0 times 78.5 74.8 79.2 82.1
1 9.2 12.8 8.2 5.9
2 4.4 5.7 4.6 2.8
3 2.7 2.9 2.6 2.3
4 2.6 2.0 2.3 2.5
5 times 2.7 1.8 3.2 4.3
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Note: Population weighted results.

Table 3: Decile position in 2005 of members of the top 
equivalised income decile in 2001 (%)

Proportion of those 
Decile position in 2005 in top decile in 2001
Top decile 47.4
9th decile 18.6
6th–8th deciles 20.9
1st–5th deciles (bottom half) 13.1
Total 100.0

Note: Population weighted results. 

Britain, Germany, the Netherlands and the US,
suggests broadly similar rates of mobility among
the poor as we find in Australia but less mobility
among the rich.2

In thinking about the reasons for high rates of
household income mobility, it is important to
remember that changes in income are not solely
due to changes in market earnings, but also to
changes in household composition (e.g. a son or
daughter leaves home to get married) and to
household members joining or leaving the labour
force.

How downwardly mobile are those who drop
out of the top 10%?

Do most of the people who drop out of the top
decile descend a long way in the income distribu-
tion, or do they move only just below the top 10%
line? Table 3 shows the decile position in 2005 of
individuals who had been in the top decile in 2001.

From Table 3, it can be seen that 47.4% of those
who were in the top decile in 2001 remained there
in 2005, and another 18.6% just dropped to the 9th
decile. On the other hand, 13.1% were now in the
bottom half of the income distribution.

The data so far have related to the entire popula-
tion. This means that people who would be
expected to have a large change in income
because they went through a major life-cycle
change (e.g. left the parental home or retired) are
included. If we confine the analysis to people in
their main earning period (25–54), then a slightly



less fluid picture emerges. Table 4 gives results for
all prime age people, and then separately for
prime age household reference persons.3

The evidence in Table 4 still suggests considerable
mobility at the top end. In the total population
(Table 1), we found that 3.2% remained in the 
top decile of household pre-government incomes
for all five years, and 2.7% remained in the 
top decile of equivalised incomes. The figures 
for prime age people indicate only slightly less
volatility: 3.4% remained in the top decile of 
pre-government incomes and 3.6% in the top
decile of equivalised incomes. The picture is much
the same if analysis is confined just to household
reference persons. 

Discussion

An assessment of why high incomes are relatively
volatile would require complicated statistical an-
alysis. However, one factor is that better off people
tend to rely more on asset incomes—incomes from
businesses and investments—than less well-off
people. In the long run at least, asset incomes are
somewhat more volatile than labour incomes (they
are ‘higher risk, high return’), so the more reliant a

household is on asset income, then the more
volatile its annual income is likely to be. 

Endnotes
1 In interpreting this comparison, it should be remem-

bered that many individuals and households at the bot-
tom end of the distribution have zero or very low pre-
government (mainly market) incomes.

2 Unpublished results calculated from the American Panel
Study of Income Dynamics, the British Household Panel
Study, the Dutch Socio-Economic Panel and the German
Socio-Economic Panel.

3 In couple households, the male partner has been desig-
nated as the household reference person. In lone parent
households the reference person is the lone parent. In
one person households, it is that person. Multi-family
and group households are omitted.
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Table 4: Income mobility of the richest 10% by income 2001–2005: All prime age people and prime age household 
reference persons (%)

All aged 25–54 Household reference persons aged 25–54
Richest 10% Richest 10% 

Number of (household Richest 10% (household Richest 10%
times rich in pre-government (equivalised pre-government (equivalised
2001–2005 income) income) income) income)
0 times 76.4 73.1 81.0 75.7
1 9.4 10.9 8.0 9.1
2 5.4 5.6 3.4 4.7
3 3.1 3.5 2.5 3.4
4 2.4 3.3 2.1 3.4
5 times 3.4 3.6 3.0 4.6
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Note: Population weighted results.
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There has been considerable concern in Australia
that increasing numbers of people are heavily
reliant on income support payments. The McClure
Report (2000) on welfare reform documented a
sharp increase in recent decades and recom-
mended policy changes—some of which have
been adopted—to decrease ‘welfare reliance’ or
‘welfare dependence’. There has been a particular
focus on trying to reduce welfare reliance among
people of prime working age, including lone
mothers. A specific policy aim following the
McClure Report, has been to increase paid work
and reduce welfare reliance among lone parents
whose children have reached school age—the age
of six.

This article assesses whether welfare reliance has
diminished in 2001–2005, especially in households
with a prime age ‘reference person’, including
lone mother households. A second concern is the
persistence of welfare reliance. Do the same peo-
ple tend to rely on government income support
payments as their main source of income every
year, or do people move on and off welfare as the
need arises? When welfare reliance is under dis-
cussion, it is often implicitly assumed that the
same families remain on government payments
year after year. This is widely believed to be dam-
aging for the families concerned—they have low
incomes and tend to be stigmatised and
marginalised. It may be particularly bad for chil-
dren growing up in homes where welfare and not
work may be the norm. 

But how valid are assumptions about continuous
welfare reliance? After all, it could be the case 
that, even though welfare reliance has increased,
the people receiving payments keep changing 
and few remain recipients for long. HILDA longi-
tudinal data enable us to address this issue
directly. Previous research has mainly used admin-
istrative data which provide detailed information
about the circumstances of benefit recipients dur-
ing periods when they are on income support, but
no information for other periods (Gregory and
Klug, 2002). 

What is meant by welfare reliance? The definition
used here is that a household is welfare reliant if
more than half its gross income (i.e. income from
all sources) comes from government payments,
including income support payments, family tax
benefit and maternity benefit.1 This definition of
welfare reliance is widely used (e.g. in the
McClure Report), but it should be understood that
households range between zero and a hundred
per cent welfare reliance. Also, there are stages of
the life cycle, notably retirement years, in which
total welfare reliance has historically been the
norm and is certainly not stigmatised. 

Welfare reliance in 2001–2005: Has the
dependence of prime age households on
income support diminished?

Welfare reliance can be analysed both for differ-
ent categories of individuals and for different types
of household. Table 1 gives annual results for
2001–2005 for all individuals and then separately
for children under 15. Secondly, it gives results for
three types of household: couple households with
a prime age reference person (25–54), those
headed by a lone mother; and those headed by a
person of retirement age (65 and over). 

Welfare reliance
In this Report, households are defined as welfare reliant
if more than 50% of their gross income (income from all
sources) comes from Government income support pay-
ments and family payments. 
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Welfare reliance: Annual rates 
and medium-term persistence 
in 2001–2005

Table 1: Welfare reliance: Annual results for 2001–2005 (%)

Households
Couple Retirement

Individuals households, age
All  children reference Lone mother households

All persons under 15 person 25–54 households (65+)
2001 19.4 20.3 6.2 53.7 60.7
2002 20.5 22.2 6.6 51.6 61.2
2003 19.4 19.2 6.6 49.6 58.9
2004 20.4 20.6 6.2 41.3 60.4
2005 19.7 19.8 6.0 38.7 58.4

Note: Population weighted results. 



It is clear that in the population as a whole,
around 19–21% were welfare reliant in each of
these five years. Among children, the rate of wel-
fare reliance was at about the same level (or a lit-
tle higher) and was also more or less unchanged
in this period, starting at 20.3% in 2001 and then
19.8% in 2005. 

However, when we switch from individual level
analysis to household analysis, a more differenti-
ated picture emerges. In prime age couple house-
holds, the rate of welfare reliance was compara-
tively low, at between 6.0% and 6.5%. In line 
with current policy objectives, lone mother house-
holds have recorded a steady and substantial
reduction in welfare reliance from 53.7% in 2001
to 38.7% in 2005. The fall has been even larger
among lone mothers specifically targeted by 
policy—those whose have children aged six and
over who are in school. In this group, the rate of
welfare reliance fell from 45.6% in 2001 to 30.0%
in 2005.

In retirement age households, the rate of welfare
reliance hovers around 60%. It should be remem-
bered that the share of the elderly in the total pop-
ulation is growing all the time, and is one reason
why, despite a decline in reliance among lone
mother households, the overall population rate of
welfare reliance was basically unchanged in
2001–2005. 

Persistence of welfare reliance: Individuals
and households

How persistent is welfare reliance? Table 2 gives
results for the same groups of individuals and
households as the previous table, but this time the
question is how many years out of five in
2001–2005 were these groups welfare reliant?2

Were they never welfare reliant, reliant for one of
the five years, for any two, three or four of these
years, of for all five years?

At first sight the evidence of medium-term or five-
year welfare reliance looks alarming. 11.0% of
Australian residents were welfare reliant for all

five years in 2001–2005 and another 8.5% were
reliant for three or four of these years. Among
children medium-term welfare reliance was lower
than for the general population. 9.4% of children
under 15 were in welfare reliant households for all
five years and another 8.7% were in this situation
for three or four years in 2001–2005. 

Again, when we focus on households rather 
than individuals, a more interpretable account
emerges. Among households headed by men or
women aged 25 to 54—prime working age—
89.9% were not welfare reliant in any of these
years and only 2.1% were reliant for all five years,
with another 2.8% reliant for three or four years
out of five. 

So who tends to be continuously welfare reliant?
The answer is retirement age households and,
despite the decline in this period, lone mother
households. A third group is comprised of one
person working age households, where 12.2%
were five-year welfare reliant in 2001–2005. 49.3%
of retirement age households were welfare reliant
for all five years, and a further 16.8% were reliant
for three or four years. 36.8% of lone mother
households were welfare reliant for five years and
another 23.3% for three or four years.3

Concluding points

There is clear evidence that welfare reliance 
has declined among lone mother households.
Also, and partly as a consequence of the 
somewhat improved position of these households,
the percentage of children living in situations 
of welfare reliance is lower than for the 
population as a whole. These outcomes indicate
that government policy is having measurable
impact. As the HILDA Survey continues, it 
will be possible to assess whether additional 
policy measures introduced in the 2005 and 
2006 Australian Government budgets have contin-
ued to reduce reliance on income support 
payments, particularly medium-term to long-term
reliance. 
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Table 2: Persistence of welfare reliance in 2001–2005 (%)

Households
Couple Retirement

Number of Individuals households, age
years welfare All  children reference Lone mother households
reliant (0-5) All persons under 15 person 25–54 households (65+)
0 years 70.1 68.6 89.9 26.6 26.5
1 6.5 8.5 3.9 7.6 3.7
2 3.9 4.9 1.4 5.6 3.8
3 3.7 3.1 1.6 6.7 4.8
4 4.8 5.6 1.2 16.6 12.0
All 5 years 11.0 9.4 2.1 36.8 49.3
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Note: Population weighted results. 
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Endnotes

1 Child care benefit is not included because, in line with
ABS practice, it is regarded as primarily a benefit in kind
rather than cash income support payment.

2 Only individuals or households that remained in the
same group or category for all five years are included in
the analysis. This may introduce some biases. In partic-
ular, it might be expected that lone mothers who
remained in lone mother households rather than repart-
nering would have a higher rate of persistent welfare
reliance than those who repartnered.

3 See endnote 2. It is important to realise that the lone
mother households in Tables 1 and 2 are quite different
groups. Table 1 shows welfare reliance for households

headed by lone mothers in particular years. Some of
these women subsequently repartnered. Table 2 gives
results for households headed by the same lone mother
for all five years.
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Household incomes of immigrants
Roger Wilkins
First generation immigrants constitute over 20% of
the Australian population. Understanding how
well they adapt to Australian society, and how
well Australian society adapts to them, is corre-
spondingly relevant to our understanding of how
well Australian society is functioning. Income is an
important component of well-being, and as such
knowledge of the income outcomes of immigrants
compared with the native born is fundamental to
understanding how immigrants are faring in
Australia. More specifically, it is valuable to com-
pare income levels, income mobility and income
poverty of immigrants and native born persons,
and to also examine differences in these income
outcomes across immigrants characterised by
place of birth and length of time in Australia.

The income measure examined here is annual
household disposable income adjusted for house-
hold size and composition using the OECD equiv-
alence scale. We begin in Tables 1 and 2 by pro-
viding essentially cross-sectional information on
the household incomes of immigrants compared
with Australian born persons. Table 1 presents
measures of average household equivalent income
of persons aged 15 years and over.1 As is the con-
vention in Australian immigrant research, immi-
grants from the main English-speaking countries
(ESB immigrants) are distinguished from other
immigrants (NESB immigrants). The upper two
panels show that ESB immigrants consistently
have higher average incomes than the native
born—generally of the order of one to two thou-
sand dollars higher. Income growth between 2001
and 2005 also appears to have been somewhat
stronger for ESB immigrants than for the native
born, at approximately 25% compared with
approximately 20%. NESB immigrants, by contrast,
have substantially lower average incomes,
although income growth appears to have been
slightly stronger for NESB immigrants than for the
native born.

The lower panel of Table 1 considers differences
between relatively recent arrivals—those settling
in Australia in the 10-odd years leading up to the
2001 wave—and other (more established) immi-
grants. Differences between these two groups of
immigrants could arise from ‘assimilation’
effects—effects that are a function of length of res-
idency in Australia—and from compositional dif-
ferences between the two groups, for example in
age and educational attainment. In addition, there
may be unobserved ‘cohort’ effects, by which is
meant systematic differences across arrival cohorts
in unobserved characteristics.2

For ESB immigrants, the more recent arrivals have
higher median incomes than the pre-1991 arrivals.
For NESB immigrants, initially the more estab-
lished immigrants have higher average incomes,
although this ordering is reversed by 2005.
Indeed, the striking finding from the lower panel
is the very strong growth in median income for the
post-1991 arrivals for both ESB and NESB immi-
grants. This is circumstantial evidence of an
‘assimilation’ effect, although it should be noted
that the distribution of life cycle stages of immi-
grants who arrived between 1991 and 2001 is
likely to differ from the distribution for the native
born and for other immigrants.

Table 2 considers the location of immigrants in the
income distribution more fully, presenting the pro-
portion in each quintile (20%) of the distribution.
Consistent with Table 1, the standout feature of
Table 2 is the relative concentration of NESB
immigrants in the bottom quintile, and the low
representation of NESB immigrants in the top
quintile. Approximately 30% of NESB immigrants
are located in the first quintile, while only 15% are
located in the fifth quintile. However, perhaps
more interesting is the contrast evident between
natives and ESB immigrants in the form of the
higher relative concentration of ESB immigrants in
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Table 1: Mean and median household equivalent income of persons aged 15 years and over ($)

% change 
2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2001–2005

Mean
Australian born 29,166 30,430 31,122 32,640 34,757 19.2
ESB immigrants 31,036 32,490 33,322 34,846 38,788 25.0
NESB immigrants 25,703 26,740 27,583 28,644 30,692 19.4
Median
Australian born 25,911 26,756 27,800 29,403 31,133 20.2
ESB immigrants 26,393 27,563 29,020 30,292 33,420 26.6
NESB immigrants 22,380 22,596 23,771 25,362 27,583 23.2
Median income by period of arrival in Australia
ESB immigrants—recent 30,135 32,240 33,881 39,338 42,381 40.6
ESB immigrants—other 25,322 26,879 28,310 29,585 32,208 27.2
NESB immigrants—recent 19,914 19,404 20,626 26,154 28,837 44.8
NESB immigrants—other 23,255 24,827 24,942 25,461 26,695 14.8

Notes: Population weighted results. ESB immigrants are those born in New Zealand, UK, Ireland, South Africa or Northern America. NESB
immigrants are all other persons born outside Australia. Recent immigrants are those who arrived in Australia between 1991 and 2001.

Table 2: Proportion in each quintile of the distribution of household income among all persons aged 15 years and over (%)

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
Native born
1st quintile 18.7 19.4 19.8 19.9 18.9
2nd quintile 18.6 18.4 18.5 18.6 18.8
3rd quintile 19.6 20.0 20.1 19.1 19.4
4th quintile 21.1 20.7 20.4 20.9 20.9
5th quintile 21.9 21.3 21.0 21.4 22.0
ESB immigrants
1st quintile 20.2 18.3 20.3 20.3 20.2
2nd quintile 17.9 17.1 17.7 16.3 17.6
3rd quintile 17.9 19.0 16.2 18.6 13.2
4th quintile 18.5 20.2 19.7 18.6 18.8
5th quintile 25.5 25.3 26.1 26.2 30.1
NESB immigrants
1st quintile 27.4 30.7 29.6 30.1 28.6
2nd quintile 19.8 18.5 18.7 18.2 18.8
3rd quintile 17.3 14.5 17.3 18.2 17.8
4th quintile 19.7 20.7 18.5 17.8 20.2
5th quintile 15.9 15.5 15.8 15.5 14.5

Note: Population weighted results.

Table 3: Income quintile transitions 2001–2005: Persons aged 15 years and over (%)

Up 3 or 4 Up 2 Up 1 Down 1 Down 2 Down 3 or 
quintiles quintiles quintile No change quintile quintiles 4 quintiles

Australian born 2.4 6.1 17.8 44.3 17.5 6.5 3.5
ESB immigrants 3.0 7.4 15.0 44.7 19.5 6.5 3.4
NESB immigrants 2.8 5.3 18.0 46.4 16.2 5.5 3.2
Immigrants by period of arrival
ESB immigrants—recent 4.9 9.7 10.7 47.5 18.0 5.0 2.9
ESB immigrants—other 2.6 7.0 15.7 44.3 19.8 6.7 3.4
NESB immigrants—recent 3.0 7.5 19.9 45.6 13.8 5.1 2.4
NESB immigrants—other 2.8 4.4 17.4 46.9 16.9 5.7 3.6

Notes: Population weighted results. Quintiles are for the distribution of household equivalised income among all persons.



Incomes

both the 1st and 5th quintiles, implying a more
dispersed or unequal distribution of income.

Income mobility

Table 3 makes use of the longitudinal structure of
the data to consider income mobility, as captured
by the change in the income quintile of an indi-
vidual between 2001 and 2005. Specifically, Table
3 presents the proportion of persons in each of
seven categories for change in income quintile
from 2001 to 2005. For example, the upper left cell
indicates that 2.4% of native born persons moved
up 3 or 4 quintiles—that is, from the first or sec-
ond quintile in 2001 to the fifth quintile in 2005,
or from the first quintile in 2001 to the fourth quin-
tile in 2005.

The general impression is that income mobility of
immigrants does not substantially differ from that
of native born persons. Similar proportions moved
up the distribution, moved down the distribution,
and stayed in the same quintile of the distribution.
The lower panel shows that there are, however,
discernible differences in income mobility
between the cohort arriving after 1990 and the
cohort arriving before then. These differences can
reasonably be characterised as recent immigrants
exhibiting greater upward mobility, and less
downward mobility. For example, 30% of recent
NESB immigrants moved to a higher income quin-
tile, compared with 25% of other NESB immi-
grants. While post-migration adaptation to the
new country may be part of the explanation for

this, it is likely that differences in life cycle stage
between recent and other immigrants are also at
least part of the explanation.

Income poverty

Adopting the ‘below half-median income’ defini-
tion of poverty, poverty rates in each year are pre-
sented in Table 4. NESB immigrant poverty rates
are substantially higher than ESB immigrant and
native born poverty rates. This is true for both the
cohort arriving after 1990 and the cohort arriving
up until 1990.

Persistence of poverty is described in Table 5.
Interestingly, NESB immigrants are equally likely
to experience one year of poverty (and no more)
in the five-year period as ESB immigrants and
native born persons. They are, however, 21⁄2 to 3
times more likely to be in poverty in all five years.
The lower panel of Table 5 indicates that this is
driven by NESB immigrants who arrived in
Australia prior to 1991, with over 10% of this
immigrant group in poverty the entire period
spanned by the HILDA Survey. It is thus clear that
persistent poverty is a significant issue for NESB
immigrants who arrived in Australia prior to 1991.

Discussion

The main result emerging from the analysis is that
income outcomes are comparatively poor for
NESB immigrants, particularly those who migrated
to Australia some time ago. While this result is
consistent with previous research (e.g. Chiswick
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Table 4: Income poverty rates: Persons aged 15 years and over (%)

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
Australian born 13.1 14.9 14.6 14.1 14.1
ESB immigrants 13.3 13.7 15.9 13.7 13.4
NESB immigrants 21.3 24.3 23.2 25.1 23.6
Immigrants by period of arrival
ESB immigrants—recent 13.0 9.8 13.1 7.5 12.6
ESB immigrants—other 13.4 14.5 16.1 14.8 13.5
NESB immigrants—recent 23.2 29.3 30.0 24.8 23.5
NESB immigrants—other 20.5 22.3 19.8 24.4 24.0

Note: Population weighted results.

Table 5: Distribution of number of years in poverty: Persons aged 15 years and over (%)

None 1 year 2 years 3 years 4 years 5 years
Australian born 71.2 11.6 6.2 3.7 3.3 4.0
ESB immigrants 69.5 14.2 5.6 5.0 2.7 3.0
NESB immigrants 60.6 11.4 8.6 5.0 5.1 9.2
Immigrants by period of arrival
ESB immigrants—recent 75.4 13.2 3.4 6.1 0.0 1.9
ESB immigrants—other 60.6 9.7 10.9 6.4 5.9 6.5
NESB immigrants—recent 68.5 14.4 5.9 4.8 3.2 3.2
NESB immigrants—other 60.8 11.8 7.7 4.5 4.9 10.3

Note: Population weighted results.



and Miller, 1985; Tran-Nam and Nevile, 1988; and
Beggs and Chapman, 1991), the longitudinal
nature of the HILDA Survey data has facilitated
greater depth of understanding of the nature of
these income outcomes—most notably, the rela-
tively high incidence of persistent income poverty.
However, as has been noted, it is unclear the
extent to which this derives from differences in age
composition, and other characteristics, as opposed
to an effect of being an NESB migrant per se.

Endnotes
1 Since immigrant status is not directly recorded for chil-

dren, we focus on persons over 15 years of age. Note,
however, that in analysis of location in the household
income distribution, the distribution is defined with
respect to all persons, not just those aged 15 years and
over. As elsewhere in this Report, we exclude persons
with non-positive gross household income or negative
private household income.

2 In examining differences in immigrant outcomes by
length of Australian residency, ideally more disaggre-

gated arrival cohorts would be examined, particularly
with respect to the initial post-migration years. However,
sample sizes do not support such analysis. Also note that
new-entrant immigrants after 2001 are under-represented
in HILDA because of the sample selection method.
Specifically, a migrant who arrives in Australia after 2001
can only enter the sample if that person joins a house-
hold already in the sample.
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How mobile is the Australian labour force? Do the
same people remain in jobs year after year while
others are persistently unemployed, or is there a
high degree of movement in and out of the labour
force? Standard statistical summaries divide the
working-aged population into three groups—
those who are employed, either full-time or part-
time; those who are unemployed and looking for
work; and a third category ‘not in the labour force’
(and not seeking work).1 Because the HILDA
Survey collects data from the same respondents
every year, we are in a position to assess many
aspects of labour mobility. 

Table 1 provides an overview by showing what had
happened in the four years to 2005 to people who
started out in different labour force status groups in
2001—the first year of the HILDA Survey.2 It is clear
from Table 1 that almost 90% of those who were
employed in 2001 were employed four years later.
By contrast, among those who were classified as
unemployed in 2001, only 15.3% were unem-
ployed in 2005. More than 60% had found a job,
and 23% had shifted to being ‘not in the labour
force’ (not seeking work). Of those who were not
in the labour force in 2001, 76.9% were still not
seeking work four years later (presumably these
are people who had retired from the labour force),
20.9% had taken a job and 2.2% were unemployed
and looking for work.

Labour mobility of the prime age population

Having provided a population overview, it will
now be more useful to confine the remaining
analysis to persons of prime working age (25–54).
The main issues would be blurred by including
people of student age and older people who are
mostly retired. Table 2 presents the same data as

Table 1, but is confined to the prime age group
and shows employment differences between men
and women.

Among prime age men, 95.3% of those who had
jobs in 2001 were employed in 2005, and for
women, the comparable figure was 87.7%. Of the
men who had been unemployed in 2001, 60.1%
were in work in 2005. For women who were
unemployed in 2001, the proportion who were
working in 2005 was 64.1%. The relatively high
percentage of prime age people who moved from
unemployed in 2001 to ‘not in the labour force’ in
2005 may be an indicator that there are some ‘dis-
couraged workers’. The rate of shifting from
unemployed to ‘not in the labour force’ was
higher among women (25.6%) than men (17.1%).

Do people find jobs with the working hours
they want?

Table 2 shows that 47.7% of men and women who
were unemployed in 2001 were employed one
year later and 61.8% of those who were looking
for work in 2001 (and interviewed in 2005) had
jobs in 2005. But do people who want full-time
jobs get them, or do many have to settle for part-
time work? And do those who prefer part-time
work get what they want?

In previous years, we have found that, while the
national economy is doing well, most people were
able to find jobs with the hours they wanted.
Table 3 shows the labour force status in 2005 of
prime age men and women who were unem-
ployed in 2001.

Of the prime age men and women who were
unemployed in 2001, 60% of men and 64.2% of
women were employed, either full-time or part-
time, in 2005. It seems that while some got what
they wanted in terms of weekly working hours,
others had to settle for fewer hours, while others
still remained unemployed or left the labour
force.3 Only 45.6% of men who were looking for
full-time work in 2001 were working full-time in
2005. Of the women who were unemployed in
2001, 22.2% were working full-time in 2005, 42%

Labour mobility
Measures of labour mobility deal with how many people
change jobs each year, and how many move into and out
of the labour force; that is, how many people go from
being unemployed (or not in the labour force) to
employed, and vice versa?
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Labour mobility and movement into
and out of unemployment: 2001–2005

Table 1: Labour mobility: Changes in employment status between 2001 and 2005 for people aged 15 and over in 2001 (%)

Employed in 2001 Unemployed in 2001 Not in the labour force in 2001
2002 2003 2004 2005 2002 2003 2004 2005 2002 2003 2004 2005

Employed 91.9 90.4 88.9 88.4 44.3 55.9 60.3 61.6 10.6 14.7 17.6 20.9
Unemployed 2.1 1.6 1.8 1.5 30.6 19.9 12.7 15.3 3.6 3.4 3.4 2.2
Not in the 
labour force 6.0 8.0 9.3 10.1 25.0 24.2 27.0 23.0 85.8 82.0 79.0 76.9
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Note: Population weighted results. 
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were working part-time, and the remaining 35.8%
were either unemployed and looking for work or
had left the labour force.

Overall, only 38% of men and women who were
looking for full-time work in 2001 were working
full-time in 2005—21.2% had settled for part-time
work, 20.6% were unemployed and 13.1% were
no longer in the labour force. 

Work-hour preferences of people in paid work

Each year, men and women who are employed at
the time of their interview are asked whether they
are happy with their weekly working hours, or

whether they would prefer to work more hours or
fewer hours. Table 4 shows work-hour preferences
of employees in the five years from 2001 to 2005.4

On average, men who were working full-time pre-
ferred around 43 hours of work per week, com-
pared to around 23 hours per week for men who
were working part-time. For women working full-
time, average preferred weekly hours were
around 37, compared to around 22 hours per
week for women who were working part-time. 

Each year, around 30% of men and 40% of women
working full-time reported a preference for fewer
work hours. The proportion of men working full-time
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Table 3: Labour force status in 2005 of prime age men and women who were unemployed in 2001 (%)

Labour force status in 2005
Unemployed, Unemployed,

Employed Employed looking for looking for Not in the 
full-time part-time full-time work part-time work labour force Total

Men
Looking for full-time work 45.6 *13.5 *23.1 *0.4 *12.9 100.0
Looking for part-time work *32.4 *34.2 *10.1 *8.7 *7.2 100.0
All unemployed 43.8 16.2 *21.4 *1.5 *12.1 100.0
Women
Looking for full-time work *21.2 *38.3 *14.1 *0.0 *13.6 100.0
Looking for part-time work *23.3 *46.2 *5.8 *0.0 *12.8 100.0
All unemployed 22.2 42.0 *10.3 *0.0 *13.2 100.0
Total
Looking for full-time work 38.0 21.2 20.3 *0.3 13.1 100.0
Looking for part-time work *25.8 *42.8 *7.0 *2.4 *11.2 100.0
All unemployed 34.7 27.0 16.7 *0.9 *12.6 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.

Table 2: Labour mobility: Changes in employment status of prime age men and women (aged 25 to 54) between 
2001 and 2005 (%)

Employed in 2001 Unemployed in 2001 Not in the labour force in 2001
2002 2003 2004 2005 2002 2003 2004 2005 2002 2003 2004 2005

Men
Employed 95.9 95.4 94.7 95.3 49.3 57.4 56.3 60.1 18.1 25.4 26.3 32.5
Unemployed 2.1 1.6 1.4 1.7 29.9 20.2 17.2 22.9 *8.0 *5.5 *4.6 *2.4
Not in the 
labour force 2.0 3.0 3.9 3.0 20.9 22.4 26.5 17.1 73.9 69.1 69.0 65.0
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Women
Employed 91.3 88.1 88.2 87.7 45.5 58.3 61.3 64.1 17.9 24.1 32.1 37.6
Unemployed 1.6 1.1 1.5 1.7 24.2 17.2 *7.8 *10.3 4.8 5.8 4.4 5.8
Not in the 
labour force 7.0 10.8 10.2 10.6 30.3 24.5 30.9 25.6 77.3 70.1 63.5 56.6
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
All persons
Employed 93.9 92.1 91.9 91.9 47.7 57.8 58.3 61.8 17.9 24.3 31.0 36.7
Unemployed 1.9 1.4 1.4 1.7 27.5 18.9 13.5 17.6 5.5 5.8 4.4 5.1
Not in the 
labour force 4.2 6.5 6.7 6.5 24.7 23.3 28.3 20.6 76.5 69.9 64.6 58.2
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.



who said they would prefer to work more hours
dropped from 12.4% in 2001 to 9.6% in 2005. For
women working full-time, the proportion report-
ing a preference for more hours dropped from
6.4% in 2001 to only 3.6% in 2003, but then rose
to 5.2% in 2005. 

Around 60% of women who were working part-
time were happy with their current working hours,
while over 30% of women in this group said they
would prefer to work more hours each week. For
men, the proportion of part-time workers who
were content with their working hours increased
from 46.6% in 2001 to 56.2% in 2005, while the
proportion of men working part-time with a pref-
erence for more hours dropped from 50.1% in
2003 to 38.8% in 2005. Given that this decrease in
men working part-time with a preference for more
working hours was most common among men
aged between 25 and 54, it suggests preference for
a better work–family balance.

Duration of unemployment in 2001–2005

The HILDA Survey data enable us to make a pre-
liminary assessment of the percentage of the
prime working age population who are short-term
and medium-term unemployed. Table 5 shows the
duration of unemployment for prime age men and
women who were unemployed at the time of their
2005 interview.
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Table 4: Work-hour preferences of employees, 2001–2005 (%)

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
Men—working full-time
Prefer fewer hours 31.7 32.2 30.6 32.1 29.5
Prefer current hours 55.9 56.5 59.2 58.0 60.8
Prefer more hours 12.4 11.3 10.2 9.9 9.6
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Average preferred hours 43.0 42.9 42.6 42.3 42.2
Men—working part-time
Prefer fewer hours 6.8 3.6 5.8 5.5 5.0
Prefer current hours 46.6 47.8 44.0 52.5 56.2
Prefer more hours 46.6 48.6 50.1 42.0 38.8
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Average preferred hours 23.4 23.5 24.4 23.5 24.3
Women—working full-time
Prefer fewer hours 40.7 37.7 40.1 40.2 41.2
Prefer current hours 52.9 57.0 56.3 55.4 53.6
Prefer more hours 6.4 5.3 3.6 4.4 5.2
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Average preferred hours 37.4 37.8 37.4 37.2 37.4
Women—working part-time
Prefer fewer hours 9.0 7.7 9.3 9.1 9.6
Prefer current hours 58.8 60.0 56.4 60.1 59.6
Prefer more hours 32.2 32.3 34.3 30.8 30.7
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Average preferred hours 22.1 22.0 22.1 21.8 22.4

Note: Population weighted results. 

Table 5: Duration of unemployment, prime age persons, 
2005 (%)

Duration of unemployment Men Women Total
Less than 6 months *21.2 41.5 32.2
6 months to < 1 year *6.7 *8.6 7.7
1 to < 2 years *10.3 23.0 17.2
2 to < 5 years 26.3 *12.2 18.6
5 years or more 35.5 *14.7 24.2
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0
Average unemployment 
duration (years) 3.5 2.5 2.9

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.

Table 6: Persistence of unemployment: Number of years 
unemployed, prime age persons 2001–2005 (%)

Number of years 
unemployed Men Women Total
0 89.2 89.1 89.2
1 7.9 7.9 7.9
2 1.5 1.9 1.7
3 *0.8 *0.7 0.7
4 *0.6 *0.3 0.4
5 *0.1 *0.0 0.1
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.
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For prime aged men who were unemployed in
2005, the average duration of unemployment was
3.5 years, compared to 2.5 years for women.
However, 61.8% of the prime aged men who were
unemployed in 2005 had been unemployed for 2
years or more, and 35.5% had been unemployed
for at least five years. Only 26.9% of unemployed
prime aged women had been unemployed for 2 or
more years, and 41.5% had been unemployed for
less than 6 months.5

Only 3.0% of prime age men and 3.4% of prime age
women were unemployed at the time of their 2005
interview, but how many had been unemployed at
some time in the last four years? Table 6 shows the
percentage of the prime age population who were
never unemployed in the five years between 2001
and 2005; those who were unemployed in any one
year out of the five; in two of the five years; in three
out of five years; in four of the five years; and in all
five years from 2001 to 2005. 

Table 6 shows that 89.2% of men and women
between the ages of 25 and 54 were never unem-
ployed at the time any of their interviews between
2001 and 2005, which means that 10.8% were
unemployed on at least one occasion—7.9% were
unemployed in one out of five years, 1.7% were
unemployed in two of the five years, and the
remaining 1.5% were unemployed in three or
more of the five years.6

However, there are reasons for thinking the pic-
ture given by Table 5 is too optimistic. It is known
that some people who would prefer to work
become discouraged and stop seeking work, and
so become classified as ‘not in the labour force’.
One piece of evidence for this is that far more
people go from being unemployed to ‘not in the
labour force’ than move in the opposite direction
(Table 2). A second piece of evidence is that,
among those prime aged men and women who
were not working and not currently seeking work
in 2005, 37.3% (43.9% of prime age men and

35.5% of prime age women) said they would like
a job, and a further 6.7% answered ‘maybe’ when
asked if they would like a job. 

The most common reason men who wanted to
work gave for not looking for work was ‘own
health or disability’ (48.5%), while 35.4% of
women who were not in the labour force but said
they would like to work said they were not look-
ing for work because of child care responsibilities.
For some of these women, it appears they stopped
looking for work because the task appeared hope-
less—9.8% said they stopped looking for work
because they lacked the necessary training, quali-
fications or experience; had language, reading or
writing difficulties; or employers thought they
were too old. 

Endnotes
1 People who work 35 hours or more in a usual working

week (in all jobs) are considered to be full-time workers.

2 This is the labour force status at the time of interview
and does not capture mobility in between interviews.
The best source for accurate measurement of labour
force transitions are the ABS Labour Force Surveys: see
ABS (2006).

3 It is also possible that for some people, preferences
changed since 2001.

4 This analysis is restricted to employees as it is assumed
that people who are self-employed are able to choose
their own working hours.

5 This could be because women ‘give up’ looking for
work more quickly than men, (e.g. 29.5% of women
who were unemployed in 2001 were ‘not in the labour
force’ by 2002, compared to 20% of men).

6 Labour force status at the time of interview—respon-
dents could have had periods of unemployment
between interviews.

Reference

Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2006, Labour Force,
Australia, ABS Catalogue No. 6202.0, Canberra.
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On average, Australians are working longer hours
than ever before and the number of hours worked
per week is higher than in most other western
countries.

Do people working more or less hours than they
want eventually get what they want? Using the
HILDA Survey data to compare work-hour prefer-
ences in 2002 and 2004, Wooden (2006) found
that while in any year 40 to 45% of employed
were not working their preferred hours, many
were working their preferred hours a few years
later, but overemployment (preference for fewer
hours) is more persistent. Tables 1 and 2 show the
differences in work-hour preferences for prime
age and women in 2001 and the proportion who
had resolved their hours mismatches, or changed
their working time preferences, by 2005.

Of the prime age men who were working full-time
in 2001 and preferred fewer hours, 51% were still
in the same situation in 2005 and 36.1% were still
working full-time but were happy with their
hours—either they reduce their working hours or
they changed their preference. Of the men who
were full-time workers and happy with their work
hours in 2001, 61.3% were still working full-time
and had no desire to change the number of hours
they were working each week, 27% were working
full-time but now had a preference for fewer
hours and 5% were still working full-time and
wanted to work more hours. More than half the
men who were working full-time in 2001 and
wanted to work more hours were content with
their (full-time) working hours in 2005, only 18.4%

of men in this group still expressed a preference
for more working hours, and 14.7% said they
would prefer to work fewer hours. 

Over 60% of the men who were working part-time
in 2001 and wanted to work more hours were
working full-time at the time of their 2005 inter-
view, as were 45.6% of men who were unem-
ployed and looking for full-time work in 2001;
20.5% of prime age men who were not in the
labour force in 2001; and 36.8% of men who said
they were happy with their part-time hours in 2001. 

The changes in working time preferences of prime
age women between 2001 and 2005 are shown in
Table 2. Over 40% of prime age women who were
working full-time 2001 and expressed a preference
for fewer hours were still in the same situation in
2005; 22.5% were happy with their current full-time
hours; 17.4% were content working part-time; and
4.7% were working part-time but had a preference
for more work hours. Of the women who had no
preference to change their full-time hours in 2001,
42% were still happy with their full-time hours in
2005; 25.8% were working full-time and expressed
a preference for fewer hours, 10.6% had changed
to part-time work and were content with their
working hours, and 5% were working part-time
but wanted to work more hours. 

Just under 30% of women who were working part-
time and preferred to work fewer hours in 2001
were in the same situation in 2005; 26.9% of
women in this group were now content with their
part-time hours. Of those women who were happy
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Changes in working time preferences:
2001–2005

Table 1: Work-hour preferences of prime age men, 2001–2005 (%)

Work hours and preferences in 2005
Working full-time Working part-time Not in paid work

Prefer Prefer Prefer Prefer Prefer Prefer Not in 
Work hours and fewer current more fewer current more Unem- the labour 
preferences in 2001 hours hours hours hours hours hours ployed force Total
Working full-time
Prefer fewer hours 51.0 36.1 4.0 *0.7 *2.8 *1.6 *1.8 *2.1 100.0
Prefer current hours 27.0 61.3 5.0 *0.1 1.9 *1.4 *0.9 2.4 100.0
Prefer more hours 14.7 52.4 18.4 *0.8 *1.1 *4.0 *2.7 *6.0 100.0
Working part-time
Prefer fewer hours *57.3 *5.4 *0.0 *15.5 *13.3 *8.4 *0.0 *0.0 100.0
Prefer current hours *25.6 36.8 *0.0 *0.4 *17.5 *9.2 *4.1 *6.4 100.0
Prefer more hours *13.5 38.1 *10.0 *0.0 *8.1 *17.8 *5.2 *7.3 100.0
Not in paid work
Unemployed *10.9 21.8 *11.1 *0.0 *6.7 *9.5 22.9 17.1 100.0
Not in the labour force *8.4 8.6 *3.5 *0.0 *5.9 *6.1 *2.4 65.0 100.0
Total 30.1 46.3 6.2 *0.4 3.3 3.3 2.7 7.9 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.



Employment and Unemployment/Joblessness

with their part-time working hours in 2001, 45.1%
were still working part-time and had no desire to
change their working hours; 11.7% were still work-
ing part-time but wanted to work more hours;
11.1% were working full-time and content with
their working hours, and 10.9% were working full-
time but had a preference for fewer work hours. 

More than 30% of women who were working part-
time and had a preference for more working
hours in 2001 were working full-time in 2005; 21%
were still working part-time and had a preference
for more work hours, and 24.9% were now happy
with their part-time hours. 

Concluding points

For prime age men and women, it seems that the
most difficult work-hours preference problem to

resolve is that of full-time workers who have 
a preference for fewer hours—51% of men and
43.6% of women who were working full-time in
2001 and expressed a preference for fewer hours
were still in the same situation in 2005. On the
other hand, it was more common for men and
women who had a preference for more working
hours to get what they wanted, with 52.4% of men
who were working full-time in 2001 and wanted
more hours saying they had no preference to
change their full-time working hours in 2005.
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Table 2: Work-hour preferences of prime age women, 2001–2005 (%)

Work hours and preferences in 2005
Working full-time Working part-time Not in paid work

Prefer Prefer Prefer Prefer Prefer Prefer Not in 
Work hours and fewer current more fewer current more Unem- the labour 
preferences in 2001 hours hours hours hours hours hours ployed force Total
Working full-time
Prefer fewer hours 43.6 22.5 *1.0 *2.3 17.4 4.7 *0.1 8.4 100.0
Prefer current hours 25.8 42.0 *3.0 *2.2 10.6 5.0 *2.6 8.9 100.0
Prefer more hours *9.3 *60.0 *9.8 *0.0 *5.2 *5.3 *6.3 *4.0 100.0
Working part-time
Prefer fewer hours *12.2 *3.9 *0.0 29.4 26.9 *14.1 *1.0 *12.4 100.0
Prefer current hours 10.9 11.1 *0.6 7.8 45.1 11.7 *1.6 11.1 100.0
Prefer more hours 13.9 14.8 *3.0 *1.9 24.9 21.0 *2.6 17.9 100.0
Not in paid work
Unemployed *8.3 *13.9 *0.0 *2.6 *23.8 *15.5 *10.3 25.6 100.0
Not in the labour force 3.0 6.1 *0.4 *2.1 18.0 7.8 5.8 56.8 100.0
Total 17.7 18.5 1.4 4.0 22.4 9.1 3.1 23.9 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.



Research initiated by Professor Bob Gregory and
Boyd Hunter of the Australian National University
and Professor Peter Dawkins of Melbourne
Institute has shown that the distribution of work in
Australia has become more unequal, which is one
driver of increased earnings inequality (Gregory
and Hunter, 1995; Dawkins, 1996). The evidence
points to increasing numbers of households in
which one or two members work long hours and,
at the other end of the spectrum, increasing num-
bers of ‘jobless households’ in which no one has
paid work.

The HILDA Survey provides the first available evi-
dence about medium-term ‘persistently’ jobless
households in Australia. Nearly all previous evi-
dence has been cross-sectional—evidence collected
at one moment in time. Clearly, even short-term
household joblessness is a concern, but medium-
term to long-term joblessness is a more serious
policy issue because of the implications for a fam-
ily’s long-term income, wealth, and physical and
mental health. Long-term jobless families probably
tend to suffer some degree of social stigma and
marginalisation. It also seems possible that chil-
dren’s long-term career chances might be damaged
by growing up in jobless households. Concern has
been expressed that, if children grow up in house-
holds in which there is no role model in the world
of work, they may be more likely to become job-
less themselves (Gregory and Hunter, 1995;
Headey and Verick, 2005). 

In this article, a jobless household is defined as one
in which no household member was in paid work
for more than 26 weeks (half the year) in the last
financial year.1 Clearly, other definitions are also
possible. If we said that any paid work done by a
household member during the year would mean
that the whole household was to be defined as
working, then the jobless rates would be lower than
those given below. On the other hand, if we said
that in order for the household to be classified as
working, at least one person would need to spend
the entire year in work, the joblessness estimates
would be raised. However, it is clear from more
detailed sensitivity analyses that alternative reason-
able definitions give essentially the same results
regarding the types of households at high and low
risk of joblessness (Headey and Verick, 2005). 

The HILDA Survey has now been running for five
years and provides the first Australian data on

Jobless households
In this Report, a jobless household is defined as a house-
hold in which no one was in paid work for more than 
26 weeks (50% of the time) in the last financial year.
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Jobless households, 2001–2005:
Characteristics and persistence

Table 1: Individuals in jobless households, 2001–2005: 
Comparing cross-sectional and longitudinal results (%)

Aged under
65 and not 

All in retired 
persons household

Cross-sectional results
2001 21.5 11.6
2002 22.6 12.1
2003 22.6 10.9
2004 22.0 9.2
2005 21.3 9.7
Persistence: Years in a jobless household
Never 68.5 81.1
1 year 6.0 6.3
2 years 4.1 4.3
3 years 3.2 2.8
4 years 3.8 2.3
5 years 14.5 3.0
Total 100.0 100.0

Note: Population weighted results. 

whether household joblessness is usually a short-
term phenomenon, or whether it is a persistent
problem for many. It is important to note that the
cross-sectional estimates of all persons living in a
jobless household (including, in this first cut, retired
people and others not expected to work) were
almost unchanged in 2001–2005. They remained
steady at around 21–23%. It might seem obvious or
‘natural’ to infer from such stable figures that the
same individuals remained in jobless households
each year. Is this true, or is it misleading?

Table 1 compares cross-sectional with longitudinal
results for 2001–2005 for two groups whom one
would expect to have quite different joblessness
rates. First, the entire population. Commentators
sometimes quote figures for the entire population,
or sometimes for the entire working age population
defined as people aged 15–64 (Saunders, 2004).
This is tendentious because some retired people
and also full-time students are included, so the fig-
ures are bound to show a high joblessness rate. It
is more sensible to focus on individuals who do not
live in a household where the reference person is
retired, and who themselves are under the age of
65. The expectation would be that most of these
people would be in households that had work. 

If the focus is the entire population, then the job-
lessness rate looks alarmingly high and stable.
21–23% were in jobless households each year and
14.5% were jobless in all five years.2 But focusing on
people below retirement age, Table 1 shows that the
numbers in jobless households have declined from
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11.6% in 2001 to 9.7% in 2005. Even so, it might
seem ‘natural’ or even obvious to infer that many of
the same people remain in jobless households year
after year. The longitudinal results show that this is
not so. While 18.9% were in a jobless household for
one or more years (i.e. 100% minus 81.1%), ‘only’
3.0% were in this situation for all five years. A further
2.3% were jobless for four of these years; 2.8% for
three years; and 4.3% for two of these years.

In order to get a better handle on the issue, we
need to switch from individual level analysis to
the household level. Table 2 highlights the two
types of households which are least and most at
risk of household joblessness: couple households
and lone mother households.3 Analysis is restricted
to households with prime age reference persons
(25–54) who were not full-time students.

Prime age couple households, which have at least
two potential earners, are rarely jobless. About
3–4% of these households were jobless each year
in 2001–2005, and the longitudinal results in Table
2 indicate that only 1.3% were jobless every year. 

Clearly, there is a strong societal expectation that at
least one person in a couple household will under-
take paid work. But community expectations about
whether lone mothers should work are ambivalent.
In the past there was probably an expectation that
they would not normally work, at least while the
children were in school. In recent years, however,
the Australian Government has changed the income
support system to encourage lone mothers to under-
take work, education or training. Table 2 clearly
shows that the joblessness rate in lone mother
households has fallen sharply. In 2001–2003 it was
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Table 2: Groups at high and low risk of joblessness 
in 2001–2005: Comparing cross-sectional and 
longitudinal results (%)

Couple households:
Reference Lone mother 

person prime householdsa

age (25–54) (25–54) 
Cross-sectional results
2001 4.4 45.1
2002 3.9 40.9
2003 4.4 46.8
2004 2.8 30.9
2005 3.0 30.5
Persistence: Years in a jobless household
Never 94.6 44.4
1 year 1.8 5.9
2 years 1.3 8.0
3 years 0.7 14.1
4 years 0.2 7.1
5 years 1.3 20.1
Total 100.0 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. Households with reference
persons who are full-time students are excluded. a The reference
person remained in this type of household for all five years.

Table 3: Children in jobless households—total population 
and lone mother households: Cross-sectional and 
longitudinal results (%)

Children in 
Children in lone mother 

all households households 
Cross-sectional results
2001 17.9 52.3
2002 18.6 51.9
2003 17.7 51.9
2004 15.8 47.6
2005 14.1 43.6
Persistence: Years in a jobless household
Never 73.5 31.8
1 year 6.4 7.4
2 years 6.1 10.4
3 years 4.1 13.0
4 years 4.5 8.2
5 years 5.5 29.2
Total 100.0 100.0

Note: Population weighted results. 

over 40%; in 2003–2005 it came down close to 30%.
Just over a fifth of all lone mother households
(20.1%) were jobless in all five years in 2001–2005. 

Table 3 is about the number of children growing
up in jobless households. The Table shows the
jobless household rates for all children in
Australia, and then more specifically for children
in lone mother households.4

The cross-sectional evidence indicates an overall
decline in the total number of children in jobless
households in 2001–2005, with the sharpest
decline again coming in 2004–2005. The longitu-
dinal data indicate a considerable degree of per-
sistence: 5.5% were in jobless households for all
five years, and a further 8.6% were in this situation
for three or four years. Further analysis shows a
high concentration in lone mother households. In
2001–2003 about half the children in lone mother
households were in a jobless setting. By 2005, the
figure had dropped to 43.6%. 29.2% of children in
lone mother households were in a jobless setting
for all five years, with another 21.2% being so for
three or four years. More detailed analysis indi-
cates that close to three-quarters of the children
living in jobless households for three or more con-
secutive years in this period were in lone mother
households (Headey and Verick, 2005). 

So, if a major concern is the effect on children of
being raised in a jobless household, then it is lone
mother households that should be the main focus.
However, this raises controversial policy issues
about whether lone mothers should be expected to
work. One view is that they should not work and
instead concentrate on raising their children. A sec-
ond view, which could be said to be reflected in
the fact that sole parenting benefits normally cut
out when children reach 16, is that lone mothers



should work when the youngest child reaches this
age. A third view, reflected in the McClure Report
(2000) on welfare reform and also in the changes
to income support payments for lone parents
which took effect on 1 July 2006, is that lone moth-
ers should be encouraged to work when their
youngest child is six years old and goes to school.5

Unfortunately, the sub-sample size is too low to
get reliable results for lone mother households in
which the youngest child is aged under 6. So
Table 4 is confined to lone mother households in
which the youngest child is aged 6 to 15. Even
here the sample number (N = 66) is low, but the
results may be regarded as indicative. 

Because numbers were small, the results for 1–3 year
and 4–5 year jobless households were combined.
Clearly, a 4–5 year joblessness rate of 20.3% in these
households where children have reached school age
appears quite high. It should also be noted that
56.7% were continuously in work in this period. 

A final point: it is often stated that more women
than men live in jobless households. This is true,
but it is almost entirely due to the fact that lone
mother households are much more common than
lone father households. In non-lone parent house-
holds, that is, in all other types of household, men
and women have about the same annual and five-
year joblessness rates.6

Concluding points

Overall, the analysis shows the value of longitudi-
nal data for distinguishing between short-term and
medium-term rates of joblessness, and for identi-
fying which specific population groups are most
and least at risk of persistent joblessness. While
18.9% of all individuals were in a jobless house-
hold for one or more years, only 3.0% were in this
situation for all five years. Concentrating on prime
age couple households, only 3% to 4% of these
households were jobless in each year from 2001 
to 2005, and only 1.3% were jobless in all five
years. Conversely, the proportion of lone mother
households which were jobless in all five years
was 20.1%. So, if a major concern is the effect on
children of being raised in a jobless household,
then it is lone mother households that should be
the main focus. However, this raises controversial
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Table 4: Joblessness in lone mother households by age 
of youngest child, 2005 (%)

Lone mother households: 
Mother 25–54 and 

Number of years jobless youngest child 6–15a

0 years 53.3
1–3 years *26.3
4–5 years *20.3
Total 100.0 

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable. 
a Excluding households in which the mother is a full-time student.

policy issues about whether lone mothers should
be expected to work. 

Endnotes
1 Regardless of how many hours they worked.

2 The slight apparent increase between 2001 and 2005 is
entirely due to an increased proportion of retirees in the
population.

3 As in other articles in this volume, lone father house-
holds are omitted because the sub-sample size is too
small for reliable analysis.

4 In this table, no age restrictions are imposed for house-
hold reference persons, and there is no exclusion of
children in households where the reference person is a
full-time student. 

5 It is important to note that welfare to work does not apply
to all lone parents. But rather to selected groups on
income support or applying for entry to income support.
In the case of parents, the July 2006 changes applied only
to new entrants to income support. From July 2006, prin-
cipal carer parents who were single with a youngest child
aged 6 to 7 years applying for income support continue
to go onto Parenting Payment, but have a requirement to
look for and take up part-time work of at least 15 hours
per week. Those with a youngest child aged 8 to 15 years
go onto Newstart and are required to look for part-time
work. Principal carers partnered with a youngest child
aged 6 to 15 years go on to Newstart and are required to
look for part-time work. Principal carers with a youngest
child of less than school age continue to go onto
Parenting Payment, with no activity test requirement.
Furthermore, in addition to increased requirements on
lone parents to look for work, there is also increased
assistance provided through the Job Network to lone par-
ents who want to work to find work. 

6 There are some small exceptions to this generalisation.
In particular, females with a disability are less likely to
find work than males with a disability. Also, women still
tend to retire at a younger age than men.
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For several decades the Australian Government
has been imposing increasingly strict job search
requirements on unemployed people. Under the
rubric of ‘mutual obligation’, one aim of current
policy is to ensure that, if citizens accept unem-
ployment benefits, they must actively search for
work. Clearly, case officers try to match jobs to
each client’s qualifications, but in general terms, it
is required that individuals must take any job they
are capable of doing, or risk losing government
benefits. One implied and sometimes stated justi-
fication for the latter requirement is that once a
person enters or re-enters the job market, he/she
may have an improved chance of finding a better
paying or more satisfying job, compared with
someone who remains unemployed. Simply put,
the idea is that any job is better than none, and
that low-pay jobs may lead to higher pay jobs.

An alternative view is that people in low-paying jobs
are ‘trapped’ in ‘dead-end’ jobs and rarely get ahead
in the labour market (Romeyn, 1992; Burgess and
Campbell, 1998; Watson et al., 2003). On this view,
a person who is unemployed may not be making a
mistake by holding out for a well paid or more sat-
isfying job, rather than taking almost any job offered. 

These competing viewpoints can only be tested by
using medium-term or long-term panel data—data
which provide records of the labour force experi-
ences of the same individuals for a period of
years. Five years of data are now available from
the HILDA panel, and although this is too short a
period to provide ideal evidence, a preliminary
attempt can be made to cast light on the issue. 

Men in their thirties and forties—almost all
want full-time jobs

Initially, the main focus is on men in their thirties
and forties (30–49 inclusive) because for this

group, unlike other groups in the community, it is
absolutely clear what they want. These are men 
in their main family-raising and working years.
They have almost all completed their education,
and they are not yet thinking of retirement or the
pre-retirement possibility of shifting to part-time
work. In virtually all cases, they want full-time
jobs, and we can of course assume that they
would prefer a high rate of pay to a low rate. In
the HILDA panel in 2001, almost all men in this
age group specifically reported that they wanted a
full-time job. Only two of the men who were
unemployed said they wanted a part-time job. In
fact, 6.7% of men in this age group actually held
part-time jobs, but they too mostly wanted full-
time positions.

So, as a first cut at the issue, let us divide the 2001
sample of men in their thirties and forties into
seven groups according to labour force status and
current hourly earnings.1 The groups are listed in
ascending order of (assumed) preference.

1. Unemployed

2. Part-time work

3. Full-time work but in lowest quintile
(20%) of full-time earnings

4. Full-time work and second quintile of
earnings

5. Full-time work and third quintile of earnings

6. Full-time work and fourth quintile of
earnings

7. Full-time work and highest quintile of
earnings.

Table 1 reports the labour force status and earn-
ings of these seven groups in 2005.2 The key result
here is that men who held low-paying jobs in
2001—that is, they were in the lowest quintile of
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Do low-pay jobs lead to higher pay
jobs? Evidence for 2001–2005

Table 1: Labour force status and earnings in 2005, by status and earnings in 2001: Men in their thirties and forties (%)

Not in full-time In full-time work in 2001
Status and work in 2001 Lowest Highest
earnings Part-time quintile 2nd quintile 3rd quintile 4th quintile quintile
in 2005 Unemployed work earnings earnings earnings earnings earnings
Unemployed 18.2 4.8 0.0 0.0 0.8 0.0 2.7
Part-time work 13.4 19.0 2.8 0.9 1.4 0.0 2.4
Lowest quintile 21.1 23.4 43.2 25.9 9.5 5.4 4.9
2nd quintile 25.3 15.3 31.1 39.2 18.9 7.4 4.1
3rd quintile 13.5 22.2 15.1 23.1 35.7 18.4 5.6
4th quintile 0.0 7.8 6.6 6.9 24.2 47.3 15.8
Highest quintile 8.5 7.5 1.2 4.0 9.4 21.4 64.4
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Note: Population weighted results. 



full-time earnings—achieved much better outcomes
by 2005 than men who were unemployed in 2001.
Almost all of these men still had a job in 2005,
although 2.8% had changed from full-time to part-
time. Just over 15% were now in the middle
income quintile and 7.8% were in the top two
quintiles. By comparison, the men who were
unemployed in 2001 were still faring badly. 18.2%
were still unemployed and 13.4% were in part-
time jobs. On the other hand, 22.0% were in the
top three quintiles. 

A second important result is that the men who had
part-time work in 2001 were also doing better in
2005 than those who had been unemployed at the
start of the period. Only 4.8% of them, compared
to 18.2%, were unemployed in 2005. Just under a
fifth still held part-time jobs, while 37.5% were
now in the top three quintiles. 

Both these results appear to show that, for the sake
of later advancement in the labour market, it is
preferable for prime age men to have almost any
sort of job—a part-time and/or low-paying job—
rather than no job at all. However, it could be that
the evidence in Table 1 is misleading, because the
table is just a transition matrix, which does not tell
us anything else about these men except their
labour force status and earnings at two moments in
time. It is possible, indeed likely, that the men who
were initially unemployed or in part-time jobs had
less human capital—less education, skill and work
experience—than the men who were in full-time
jobs in 2001. Human capital differences could
entirely or partly account for the results. 

In order to test this possibility, it is necessary to
undertake more complicated multivariate analysis.
An ordinal scale (ordered probit) regression an-
alysis, based on the seven groups of prime age
men classified in Table 1, confirmed the main
results reported above.3 The analysis took account
of (or ‘controlled for’) differences in age, years of
education and years of work experience among
the men in the seven groups. As the results in
Table 2 clearly show, it remained the case that the
men who already had part-time work in 2001
achieved significantly better outcomes in 2005
than the unemployed men, and that men in low-
paying but full-time jobs at the start of the period
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Table 3: Earnings quintiles in 2005, by earnings quintiles in 2001: Men aged 30–49 in full-time jobs (%)

Quintile in 2001
Quintile in 2005 Quintile 1 Quintile 2 Quintile 3 Quintile 4 Quintile 5
Quintile 1 45.0 26.9 8.6 6.2 8.6
Quintile 2 31.6 41.3 23.2 5.8 4.3
Quintile 3 15.4 21.2 36.1 22.1 5.4
Quintile 4 6.1 8.1 21.8 45.4 16.1
Quintile 5 1.9 2.5 10.3 20.6 65.7
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Note: Population weighted results. 

Table 2: Labour force status and hourly rates in 2005 of 
men in their thirties and forties by status and hourly rate 
in 2001: Ordered probit analysis

Dependent variable: 
Labour force status 

and earnings 
quintile in 2005 

Explanatory variables (7 ranked categories)
Employed part-time 2001a 0.30**
Quintile 1 of full-time earnings 2001a 0.67**
Quintile 2 in 2001a 1.00**
Quintile 3 in 2001a 1.41**
Quintile 4 in 2001a 1.93**
Quintile 5 in 2001a 2.45**
Age 2001 0.41*
Age squared (/10) 2001 –0.06*
Years of education 2001 0.11**
Work experience 2001b 0.01**
Chi square (10) 572.86**
Pseudo R squared (%) 16.2
N 956

Notes: All results were substantially the same when annual earnings
data were used, rather than hourly rates. a Reference group: men
who were unemployed in 2001. b Percentage of time spent in paid
work since completing full-time education. ** significant at 0.01; 
* significant at 0.05.

fared much better still. In concluding this section,
it is worth pointing out that there is a good deal
of earnings mobility (Table 3). 

Among the men aged 30–49, who were in full-
time jobs in both 2001 and 2005, 15.4% of those
who started out in the bottom quintile of earnings
were in the middle of the distribution (quintile 3)
in 2005 and 8.0% were in the top two quintiles.
There was somewhat less movement the down-
ward direction—8.3% of those who started in the
highest quintile were in the middle quintile or
below by 2005. Clearly, if more years of data were
available, it is almost certain that there would be a
greater degree of mobility to report.

Women who wanted to change their 
job situation

Plainly, it is harder to determine the success rates
of prime age women in getting ahead in the job
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market, because it cannot be assumed that they all
want full-time well-paying jobs. In 2001–2005
about 45% of prime age employed women were
in part-time jobs and the majority preferred to stay
part-time. However, 25–30% of the part-timers
wanted to work more hours, in most cases full-
time. Among unemployed women, some want a
full-time job, others say they will only take a part-
time job, others will take either full-time or part-
time. Clearly, child care and family responsibilities
greatly affect women’s job preferences and, since
family demands change, so can preferences.

Table 4 provides evidence about whether the job
preferences of women in 2001 were met by 2005.
The analysis covers women aged 25–54 in this
period—there is no advantage in restricting the
analysis to a narrower range—unlike the situation
for men. The first column of Table 4 indicates the
job preferences of different groups in 2001; the
second column shows the percentage of each
group who achieved their exact preference for a
full-time job or part-time job by 2005; column 3
gives the percentage in paid work in 2005, and the
final column shows the median hourly rates of pay
of each group.4

The evidence is far from conclusive, but the
results in Table 5 suggest that women who were
unemployed in 2001 had worse outcomes by 2005
than any other group. A higher percentage of all
other groups (except those who had not wanted
paid work at all in 2001) had jobs in 2005, and all
other groups had higher hourly rates of pay. 

The results relating to whether exact preferences
were achieved indicate some rigidities in the job
market. It was apparently easier to achieve a pref-
erence for moving from part-time to full-time work
(35.9% of the relevant group achieved it) than the
other way round (25.2% ‘success rate’).
Presumably many employers are reluctant to let
employees shift from full-time to part-time.

Overall earnings mobility appears higher among
women than men (Table 5).5 Among women in
the lowest quintile of earnings per hour in 2001,
15.9% were in the middle quintile by 2005 and
13.5% were in the top two quintiles.6 Among
women in the top quintile in 2001, 8.9% were in
the middle quintile in 2005 and 18.3% were in the
lowest two quintiles.

Discussion

It seems quite likely that the evidence supporting
the proposition that prime age men who already
have a part-time job, or a low-paying full-time job,
are in a better position to move on to higher pay-
ing job than those who are unemployed, can be
generalised to other sections of the workforce. It
is harder to test the proposition for non-prime age
men and for women because their job preferences
are less clear-cut and more likely to change, so the
outcomes they achieve cannot readily be ranked. 

The findings here may seem obvious or ‘com-
monsense’. To some observers it might seem over-
whelmingly likely that employers, faced with a
range of job applicants, would generally prefer
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Table 4: Job outcomes in 2005 by preferences in 2001: Prime age women (25–54)

1 2 3 4
Got exact 

Job situation preference In paid work Median hourly 
and preference by 2005 in 2005 rate of pay 

in 2001 (%) (% of col. 1) (% of col. 1) in 2005 ($)
Unemployed, seeking FT or PT job 3.2 59.2 69.6 17.1
PT job, wants same or fewer hours 23.0 67.3 90.1 19.2
PT job, wants more hours 9.6 35.9 83.1 17.2
FT job, wants same or more hours 21.0 74.7 92.7 20.4
FT job, wants fewer hours 19.4 25.2 92.8 23.0
Does not want a job 23.7 n.a. 45.4 16.7

Note: Population weighted results. 

Table 5: Earnings quintiles in 2005 by earnings quintiles in 2001: Women aged 25–54 (%)

Quintile in 2001
Quintile in 2005 Quintile 1 Quintile 2 Quintile 3 Quintile 4 Quintile 5
Quintile 1 37.6 25.6 17.3 9.4 10.2
Quintile 2 33.1 35.1 14.1 9.7 8.1
Quintile 3 15.9 25.1 30.4 19.9 8.9
Quintile 4 7.2 7.6 28.3 34.5 22.3
Quintile 5 6.3 6.6 10.0 26.5 50.5
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Note: Population weighted results. 



those who already had a job, especially if they
also had good references, to those with no job.
However, the findings do run counter to some
research which claims that people in low-paying
jobs tend to be ‘trapped’ and rarely move out of
their ‘dead-end’ jobs. Overall, it is clear that there
is considerable earnings mobility both for men
and women. 

Endnotes

1 All results were very similar when annual earnings were
used, rather than current hourly earnings. Note that the
2.1% not in the labour force in 2001 are omitted. Also
omitted are those with a long-term disability.

2 The table omits 3.3% of the sample who were classified
in one of the seven groups in 2001, and who by 2005
were not in the labour force. They came disproportion-
ately from the group who had been unemployed in
2001. In fact, 4.8% of the those unemployed in 2001
were not in the labour force in 2005, compared with
4.4% of the part-time group; 2.6% of quintile 1; 1.5% of
quintile 2; 0.3% of quintile 3; 1.0% of quintile 4; and
1.6% of quintile 5.

3 In this analysis, it is explicitly assumed that the seven
groups can be ordered according to the desirability (util-
ity) of their situation in 2001 and again in 2005.

4 It is assumed that preferences remained unchanged 
during these five years. This assumption will not be 
correct in all cases. However, the alternative of accepting
revised preferences (as stated in 2005) as valid 
is also flawed. It is well known that people tend to ‘ratio-
nalise’ by adapting their preferences to fit the situation
they find themselves in. They adapt their ‘ends’ to their
‘means’, as well as the other way round (Simon, 1976).

5 Part-timers are included as well as full-timers.

6 The quintiles groups comprise women who were in
paid work in both years.
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Every year in the HILDA Survey, respondents are
asked if they have recently undertaken any formal
education: ‘Since we interviewed you last year on
(date), have you spent any time enrolled in a
course of study for a trade certificate, diploma,
degree or any other educational qualification? 
(Do not include hobby or recreation courses, or
study for a school-level qualification.)’ Since 2003,
employees have additionally been asked whether,
in the last 12 months they have undertaken any
education or training as part of their job. 

Very high participation rates

It transpires that an extraordinary number of adult
Australians—people who are well past the con-
ventional age of full-time formal education—are
involved in education or job training, or both. In
2005, for example, 15.7% of prime working age
(25–54) men and women enrolled in formal edu-
cational courses, and 45.5% of employees under-
took some job training. The figures appear even
more remarkable when we consider how many
undertook education in the five years 2001–2005
combined. 32.4% of the prime age population
were involved in formal education during this
period, and in 2003–2004, 62.0% of employees
undertook some form of job training. 

The purpose of this article is to provide information
about precisely who undertakes adult education
and job training and what the aims of the courses
are—job-specific skills, general skills, health and
safety and so forth. Also, we make a preliminary
attempt to assess whether education and training
pay off in terms of higher future earnings. 

Table 1 shows the percentages of prime age men
and women who undertook formal education and
job training in 2001–2005. For most of this period,
including 2005, prime age women had a higher
rate of participation in formal education than
prime age men; 34.4% of women were enrolled in
courses for all or part of the time, compared with

30.2% of men. Female employees (whether full-
time or part-time) were also slightly more heavily
involved than their male counterparts in job train-
ing. However, it should be pointed out, that since
close to 90% of men in this age group are
employed, compared to about 70% of women,
there are actually more men in aggregate who are
involved in some form of training. Enrollment in
formal education declines with age, and is higher
in the 25–34 age group than among 35–44 year
olds, who in turn have higher participation rates
than 45–54 year olds. By comparison, the rela-
tionship between age and participation in job
training appears non-existent for men and quite
weak for women. 

It might perhaps be expected that individuals who
already have more formal education dating from
their childhood and adolescence would be more
willing and able to undertake further education,
and conceivably also more job training, during
their prime working years. However, there were
only weak positive relationships in this direction.1

In hindsight, it appears that so many Australians
are now participating in further education and
training that there are no strong relationships with
any standard demographic variables except age. 

Table 2 shows the qualifications being sought by
the prime age men and women who were under-
taking educational courses in 2005. Recall that
15.7% of the prime age population were pursuing
qualifications in that year. Table 2 shows the per-
centage of this total undertaking each type of
course. It should be noted that some respondents
undertook more than one course. 

Trade certificates were the most commonly sought
qualification, followed by Pass degrees (Bachelor
degrees, Associate degrees and Advanced diplo-
mas) and then Master’s degrees. More women
than men were undertaking the first two types of
qualification, but in 2005, more men were enrolled
in all postgraduate degrees combined (Graduate
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Adult education and job training,
2001–2005: Who does it? Does it
improve future earnings?

Table 1: Men and women aged 25–54 undertaking education and/or job training in 2001–2005 (%)

Education Job training (employees only)a

Age group Men Women Total Men Women Total
25–34 40.4 42.1 41.3 72.1 74.6 73.2
35–44 30.5 36.0 33.5 73.6 73.8 73.7
45–54 18.5 24.4 21.6 70.1 70.6 70.4
Total (25–54) 30.2 34.4 32.4 72.3 73.9 73.1

Notes: Population weighted results. a In 2005 89.4% of prime age men were employed, as were 71.9% of prime age women.



certificates, Graduate diplomas, Master’s degrees
and PhDs), although there were actually more
women doing PhDs.

Table 3 gives somewhat similar results for the
45.5% of employees who reported that they
undertook job training in 2005. Job training does
not always lead to a formal qualification, but it can
be usefully classified according to its main aim or
aims, as in Table 3. 

The most common aims of training, reported by
both male and female employees, were to
enhance skills applicable to their current job, or
similarly, to maintain or meet standards required
in one’s current profession or occupation.
However, about half of those who undertook
training saw it as aiming to enhance their general
skills, and about a quarter—significantly more
men than women—were aiming for a possible
future job or promotion.

Do education and training pay off in
increased future earnings?

From the point of view of both employees and
employers, a key question is whether education
and job training pay off in terms of increased sub-
sequent earnings or, from the employer’s stand-
point, increased productivity. With only five years
of HILDA data available, it is still early days to

assess pay-offs. One would nearly always expect
a time lag between undertaking and completing
education and training and any kind of monetary
gain (except where additional qualifications auto-
matically bring pay increases, as they do under
some industrial awards). In general, one might
expect the pay-offs from formal education to take
longer to register than gains from training focused
on job-specific skills.

Preliminary analysis indicated that virtually all
apparent pay-offs to education, which had regis-
tered by 2005, were in fact due to courses under-
taken in 2001 and/or 2002, rather than later years.
With this in mind, Table 4 compares median per-
centage gains in nominal annual earnings (i.e.
with no adjustment for inflation) recorded
between financial year 2000–01 and financial year
2004–05 by individuals who undertook formal
education in 2001 or 2002, or in both of these
years, compared with those who were not
enrolled in either year.2 Also shown are weaker
results comparing gains in earnings for those who
participated in any educational course at any time
in 2001–2004, compared with those who never
participated. Results are only shown for men and
women who were in full-time work at both the
beginning and end of the period.3

The earnings of individuals who participated in
educational courses in 2001 and/or 2002, grew
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Table 2: Educational qualifications sought by prime age men and women (25–54) in 2005 (% of total enrollees)

Qualification Men Women Total
Certificate 1 or 2 9.3 12.1 10.8
Certificate 3 or 4 27.1 29.1 28.1
Certificate (don’t know level) 14.0 17.0 15.4
Diploma 6.9 9.4 8.2
Pass degreea 18.2 16.8 17.4
Honours degree 1.0 1.9 1.5
Graduate certificate or diploma 9.1 7.6 8.3
Master’s degree 13.1 8.1 10.3
Doctoral degree 3.0 3.7 3.4
% of population group in formal education 14.8 16.3 15.7

Notes: Population weighted results. Note that some respondents undertook more than one course. a Includes Bachelor degrees, Associate
degrees and Advanced diplomas.

Table 3: Aims of job training undertaken by prime age men and women (25–54) in 2005 (% of total employees who 
undertook training) 

Aims of training Men Women Total
Getting started in job 6.3 7.0 6.7
Improving skills in current job 73.2 75.7 74.4
Maintaining or meeting professional or occupational standards 60.5 55.9 58.2
Skills for a possible future job or promotion 31.6 24.7 28.2
General skills 52.0 54.5 53.2
Health and safety 28.2 23.5 26.2
Other aims 0.6 0.8 0.7
% of employees who undertook training 45.5 45.0 45.5

Notes: Population weighted results. Also note that many respondents reported that their training had more than one aim. 
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more than the earnings of those not enrolled. On
the surface, this appears to be true for both men
and women. It is also a reasonable inference that
more of the apparent gains must have been due to
education taken in 2001–2002, rather than in
2003–2004, since total apparent gains due to edu-
cation are less for the total four-year period than
for the first two years alone.4

The evidence in Table 4 is rudimentary. It is cer-
tain that many factors influence increased earnings
besides education. Indeed, the apparent evidence
that adult education has an impact could be seri-
ously misleading. In order to investigate this pos-
sibility, it is essential to undertake multivariate sta-
tistical analyses in which account is also taken of
other variables which affect earnings, including
age, educational attainment during earlier school
and student years, years of work experience and
health. Analyses including these variables
appeared to confirm that educational courses
taken in 2001 and 2002 contributed significantly to
earnings increases gained by men but not by
women.5 However, even for the men it remains a
possibility that other factors not measured in the
HILDA Survey account for some or all of the gains.
Such factors might include, for example, personal-
ity traits and ambition.

Table 5 now provides similar results for those who
undertook job training, but here the period
involved is only 2003–2005, so essentially we are
just asking whether training undertaken in 2003
and 2004 had already shown a pay-off by 2005.
Also, preliminary analysis showed that only skills-
related training—whether for job-specific or gen-
eral skills, or to maintain or enhance professional
standards—appeared to pay off. So respondents
who only undertook training dealing with health
and safety (or ‘other aims’; see Table 3) are in the
‘No’ rather than the ‘Yes’ category in Table 5. 

For men, but apparently not for women, there
may be gains flowing from skills-related job train-
ing even after only a one or two-year time lag.
However, as was true in regard to formal educa-
tion, it is essential to undertake multivariate an-
alyses to check whether findings still hold when
other variables affecting earnings are taken into
account.6 In the event, the gains for men who
undertook skills training remained statistically sig-
nificant after ‘controlling for’ age, education and
health.7 For women there was no significant dif-
ference in earnings increases between those who
received skills training and those who did not. 

Discussion

Very large numbers of Australians in their prime
working years are now making investments in fur-
ther education and in skills-related job training.
The short-term evidence from HILDA in
2001–2005 suggests that these investments are
already paying off for prime age men, but appar-
ently not for women. However, educational and
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Table 4: Changes in annual earningsa of prime age men 
and women in full-time work in both 2001 and 2005, by 
whether or not they participated in educational courses (%) 

Median change in earnings
Men Women Total

Education in 2001 or 2002 or in both years?
Yes 33.3 26.9 31.2
No 22.2 23.3 22.7
Education at any time in 2001–2004?
Yes 31.2 27.3 29.5
No 21.8 23.2 22.3

Notes: Population weighted results. a Percentage changes based
on nominal dollars (no adjustment for inflation).

Table 5: Changes in annual earningsa of prime age men 
and women in full-time work in both 2003 and 2005, by 
whether or not they participated in skills-related job 
training in 2003–2004 (%) 

Median change in 
Skills-related training in earnings 2003–2005
in 2003–2004? Men Women Total
Yes 13.6 13.8 13.7
No 12.0 14.0 12.5

Notes: Population weighted results. a Percentage changes based
on nominal dollars (no adjustment for inflation).

other human capital investments probably have
their largest pay-offs after a time lag of several
years. So it is a reasonable hypothesis that, when
longer term data become available from HILDA,
the apparent gender difference may disappear or
be reduced. In any event, the panel will be able
to provide more convincing and more detailed
evidence about which kinds of investments pay
and by how much, when several more years of
data can be analysed.

Endnotes

1 For prime age employed men and women, the Pearson
correlation between age of leaving school and under-
taking formal education in 2001–2005 was 0.08. The
equivalent correlation for undertaking job training in
2003–2005 was also 0.08.

2 Median rather than mean gains are shown because
means are ‘distorted’ by a few individuals who recorded
enormous gains in earnings in this period. 

3 Results for part-timers are not shown, because they are
ambiguous. Most part-timers are women who combine
paid work with family responsibilities. In the absence of
detailed preference data, it is not known how individual
part-timers would compare and rank, for example, Job
1 which pays less overall but has shorter hours com-
bined with a better hourly rate of pay, compared with
Job 2 which pays more overall but has longer hours
combined with a lower hourly rate of pay. In the case
of full-timers, it can be more or less unambiguously
assumed that increases in annual earnings are preferred,
and that hours of work matter much less.



4 It is assumed that education undertaken in 2005 could
not have already produced gains in labour income in the
2004–05 financial year. 

5 The impact of education was significant at the 0.01 level
for men. Individuals who recorded very large declines in
income in this period (over 25%) were omitted from the
analysis because, in the case of those who pursued for-
mal educational qualifications, it seems likely that they
did so not so much in hope of earnings gains, but
because their present job had become insecure and their
prospects were precarious. It should also be noted that,

as is conventional, the natural logarithm of earnings
(and earnings change) was used in order to create log-
normal distributions and reduce the otherwise excessive
impact on regression coefficients of those who made
very large earnings gains.

6 As in the analysis of the effects of formal education,
those whose earnings declined a great deal (over 25%)
in this short period (2003–2005) were omitted from the
analysis. Again, earnings variables were logged.

7 Significant at the 0.05 level.
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Many people with low levels of 
education and human capital make
good money—How?
It is probably widely believed that to have a good
income it is necessary—perhaps increasingly nec-
essary—to have a good education. The age of the
self-made man or woman, who achieves a high
income despite modest formal educational attain-
ments, is thought to be past. The field of eco-
nomics—specifically human capital theory—sup-
ports such beliefs. In economics, human capital is
usually (but not always) defined quite narrowly to
refer to education and work experience. A rule of
thumb in human capital theory is that every extra
year of education is worth about an extra 8% in
earnings per hour (Harmon, Walker and
Westergaard-Nielsen, 2003). 

Without wishing to cast doubt on the value of
education or the general validity of human capital
theory, it is still worth pointing out that many peo-
ple who lack much formal education still make
good money. In 2005, only 22% of all prime age
(25–54 year old) men, and just 20% of those in
paid work, had less than 12 years of education.
But among those men with little formal education
who were in paid work, nearly a quarter had earn-
ings in the top half of the distribution.1 The same
was true for over a quarter of employed women. 

How do so many people with low levels of formal
education manage to make good money? Here we
pursue three lines of investigation. One is to
stretch the concept of human capital to include
not just education and work experience, but other

individual level variables, including personality
traits, physical and mental health and social net-
works. This approach is not entirely new and is in
fact being encouraged by the Council of Australian
Governments (COAG) which has adopted a
human capital reform agenda advocating a broad
definition of human capital, including health and
potentially social capital (COAG, 2006). 

A second line of investigation is based on hypoth-
esising that certain behaviours and attitudes,
including being married/partnered and not being
risk averse, may be linked to higher earnings. A
third line of inquiry is to find out in which partic-
ular industries people with little formal education
are making good money. 

Low levels of education but good money

Tables 1 and 2 document the fact that substantial
numbers of Australians with relatively low levels
of formal education earn well. Table 1 describes
the employment status—full-time, part-time or not

Social capital 
Most measures of social capital are essentially measures
of social networks, although measures of neighbourhood
quality and safety are sometimes also included. One’s
social networks range from intimate attachments to
spouse and family, through friendship and social support
networks, to acquaintances (including neighbours) whom
one may be able to rely on for relatively minor assistance. 

Table 1: Employment status of prime age (25–54) men and women, by level of education in 2005 (%)

Education Year 12 and above    Education less than Year 12
Employment status Men Women Men Women
Full-time 84.6 44.1 71.8 26.5
Part-time 7.4 33.8 8.7 32.4
Not in paid work 8.0 22.1 19.5 41.1
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Note: Population weighted results.
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in paid work—of prime age men and women.
Table 2 then focuses only on those who were cur-
rently in paid work when interviewed in 2005.
These sub-samples have been divided into those
with less than 12 years of education and those
with 12 years or more.

Among men who were working in 2005, 24.8% of
those with less than a Year 12 education were in
the top half of the male earnings distribution and
75.2% were in the bottom half. Among women the
figures were even more remarkable; 29.2% of
those with less than Year 12 education were in the
top half of the distribution, while 70.8% were in
the bottom half. Of course, these figures are in
one sense slightly misleading; men and women
with low levels of education were more likely
than those with higher levels of education not to
be working at all, or to be working part-time
rather than full-time. Among prime age men,
80.5% of those with less than Year 12 education
were in full or part-time work in 2005, compared
with 92.0% of those with Year 12 or more educa-
tion. For women, the equivalent figures were
58.9% and 77.9%. But these figures do not gainsay
the fact that many individuals with little formal
education are doing very well in the labour market. 

Another way to make the same point is to show
that standard human capital theory only does a
moderately good job of accounting for differences
(variance) in earnings per hour. Variables rou-
tinely included in human capital equations are: 

• Gender

• Age and age squared (the quadratic is
included to allow for the fact that, in gen-
eral, earnings rise until the early fifties
and then trend downwards towards
retirement)

• Years of education

• Job training 2

• Years of work experience 3

• Length of tenure with current employer

These variables accounted for just 20.5% of the
variance in the earnings of prime age men and
women in the HILDA sample in 2005. Education,
job training, work experience and tenure in fact
did a somewhat better job of accounting for the
earnings of men than women. 20.7% of the vari-
ance in men’s earnings was accounted for, com-
pared with 18.1% of the variance in women’s

earnings. At the median men earned about 14%
more than women.

Clearly, there is much room for improvement in
accounting for differences in earnings. Human
capital theory probably identifies the variables
with the greatest impact, but much variance
remains unaccounted for. Can we use the HILDA
data to offer an improved explanation and cast
some light on the issue of how and why some
people with low levels of formal education
achieve high earnings? 

An improved explanation of earnings

The approach taken here is to focus separately on
the sub-samples of prime age men and women.
Men and women have different patterns of
employment, as Table 1 makes clear, and the
determinants of their earnings are also somewhat
different (see below). We will not focus solely on
those individuals with low levels of education
coupled with high earnings; to do so would limit
the search for additional determinants of earnings
and would also make the sample size too small for
reliable statistical analysis. However, after finding
some factors which account for additional vari-
ance, we will come back to the issue of whether
these ‘really’ account for the finding that many
people with low education earn well. 

The outcome to be explained is current earnings
(hourly rates) in 2005.4 Individuals who reported
earnings under $3.00 per hour have been
excluded, as it seems likely that the evidence is
unreliable. Those who were not in paid work and
so had zero earnings are included in the analysis
in order to avoid possible selection bias. 

In trying to find additional determinants of earn-
ings, we need to fit all explanatory variables into
an appropriate temporal and hence causal frame-
work.

Step 1: Variables entered at Step 1 of the analysis
were essentially characteristics that a person is
born with. Clearly, these should be regarded as
causally antecedent to all other variables. Included
in the list were parent’s occupational status and
personality traits.5 Father’s occupational status,
measured on the Australian National University
scale (Jones and McMillan, 2000), was included if
available. Mother’s occupational status was used if
there was no information about the father.6

Personality traits were systematically measured for
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Table 2: The relationship between education level and hourly earnings, 2005 (%)

Education Year 12 and above    Education less than Year 12
Employment status Men Women Men Women
Above median 56.0 56.6 24.8 29.2
Below median 44.0 43.4 75.2 70.8
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Note: Population weighted results.



the first time in HILDA in 2005. The traits included
that year were extroversion (loosely, sociability),
neuroticism (emotional instability), openness to
experience, agreeableness and conscientiousness.
These are the so-called ‘Big Five Personality
Domains’; the domains most commonly measured
by social psychologists (Costa and McCrae, 1991).
Psychologists usually think of these traits as sub-
stantially hereditary and then further formed in
childhood. Short, but well validated, versions of
the scales were included in HILDA (Saucier, 1994).
The scales are described in more detail in a later
article in this Report. Prior to the inclusion of the
Big Five, HILDA had included a measure of the
trait of self-efficacy. Self-efficacy refers to a belief
that one can control one’s own life to a reasonable
extent. Individuals who score low on the trait
believe that their lives are controlled by powerful
others, external forces or just fate (Pearlin and
Schooler, 1978). In the HILDA Survey, this trait
was measured with seven items asked on a 1–7
‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’ scale. Typical
items were ‘I have little control over my life’ and
‘I can do just about anything I want’.

For both prime age men and women, parental
occupational status and the personality traits of
conscientiousness and self-efficacy were substan-
tial and statistically significant determinants of
earnings.7 Specifically, as sociologists might
expect, there were substantial numbers of individ-
uals with low and moderate levels of education
who appeared to be earning well partly because
of advantages transmitted via high status parents.
The finding that the traits of conscientiousness and
self-efficacy are related to earnings are plausible,
at least post hoc. It makes sense that people who
work conscientiously (or believe they do) earn
more, and that people who feel they can control
their own lives and decisions are better off
(Pearlin and Schooler, 1978). It should be noted,
however, that the other four personality traits
included in HILDA were not related to earnings. 

Step 2: Standard human capital variables—years of
education, job training in 2003–2005,8 years of
work experience and years of tenure with one’s
current employer—were entered at Step 2 of the
analysis. They were entered at this step because
they may all be regarded as antecedent to and
hence potential ‘causes’ of earnings in 2005. All
were in fact statistically significant determinants of
hourly rates for both prime age men and women,
with the sole exception of job training in
2003–2005 which appeared not (or not yet) to
have affected women’s earnings.9

Step 3: Individual behaviours and attitudes held in
2005 were entered at Step 3 of the analysis. Both
men and women who were married/partnered in
2005 were significantly higher earners than non-
partnered individuals.10 Having marital responsibil-
ities may well be an incentive to earn more, but
the direction of causation could also run the other
way; that is, people who earn well may be more
likely to find and retain a partner. 

For both men and women, not being financially
risk averse was quite a strong determinant of high
earnings. Risk aversion was measured by a single
question asked on a 1–4 scale with point 1 being
‘I take substantial financial risks expecting to earn
substantial returns’ and point 4 being ‘I am not
willing to take any financial risks’ (U.S. Federal
Government, 1998). Financial risk aversion is usu-
ally thought of as a moderately stable individual
characteristic but not as a hard-wired, substantially
hereditary personality trait (Arrow, 1965).
Economic experiments have shown that individu-
als measured as risk averse are much more reluc-
tant to take ‘reasonable’ risks for the sake of
potential monetary gains, at least under laboratory
situations, than individuals who rate low on risk
aversion (Ross, 1981). So the finding that not
being risk averse is related to higher earnings is
quite understandable. More detailed analysis
showed that some individuals with low levels of
formal education and a (self-reported) willingness
to take risks appear to have higher earnings than
might otherwise be predicted. 

Step 4: The final step was to find which industries,
if any, paid its employees more than would be
expected on the basis of standard human capital
variables. It transpired that men who worked in
the mining, finance and computer industries were
paid above the odds, as were women in the com-
puter and utilities industries. However, the only
industry in which a substantial number of men
with low formal education were paid a premium
was the mining industry. The numbers with low
education in finance and computers were in fact
very small, as were the numbers of women with
little education in computers and utilities. It may
be noted that neither for men nor women was
there any pay premium due to being in the private
sector rather than the public sector.11

Discussion

This article has investigated an interesting puzzle;
namely how do substantial numbers of individuals
with little formal education have earnings in the
top half of the distribution? Variables found to
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Personality traits
Psychologists think of personality traits as relatively stable dispositions which influence a person’s behaviour in a wide range
of situations. It is thought that personality is quite stable in adulthood, especially from age 30 onwards. There is a semi-
consensus in psychology that the ‘Big Five’ personality traits capture most of what is known about adult personality. The
‘Big Five’ traits are NEO-AC: neuroticism, extroversion, openness to experience, agreeableness and conscientiousness. 
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make a significant difference, which are often
omitted in research by labour economists, were
parents’ occupational status, the personality traits
of conscientiousness and self-efficacy, and not
being financially risk averse. People who were
partnered had higher earnings than single people.
Men working in the mining industry were paid
well above what is usual for people with their
level of education. Altogether, the variables
included in this article accounted for 30.9% of the
variance in the earnings of prime age men; an
improvement of about 50% on standard human
capital variables. For women the improvement
was smaller; up from 18.1% to 21.6% of variance
accounted for.

Some other variables which might reasonably
have been expected to make a difference but did
not do so were the personality traits of extrover-
sion, neuroticism, openness and agreeableness.
Being self-employed was not in general associated
with higher earnings, nor, once education was
taken into account, was working in the private
rather than the public sector. 

It is likely that further research will uncover addi-
tional variables which will help to solve the puz-
zle of low education coupled with high earnings.
Variables which might make a difference and
which are not included in the HILDA Survey, or at
least not yet, are general intelligence, good looks,
entrepreneurial talent and computer skills. More
direct and detailed measures of literacy and
numeracy, and also of job training, which are
planned for future waves of the HILDA Survey,
may also help to explain the puzzle. 

Endnotes

1 That is, the earnings distribution for prime age men who
were in work in 2005. Their position would appear even
more favourable within the earnings distribution for all
employees regardless of gender and age.

2 In HILDA questions about job training were first asked
in 2003. So the variable included in analyses in this
paper is job training in 2003–2005.

3 Expressed as a percentage of years since completing
full-time education. 

4 To be precise, the outcome variable is the natural loga-
rithm (ln) of hourly earnings plus one. Earnings distri-
butions are skewed to the right, so it is usual to take logs
in order to create a log-normal distribution. One has
been added to each individual’s log earnings in order to
be able to include those with zero earnings.

5 Age and its quadratic, plus employment status (full-time,
part-time, not in paid work) were also included at Step
1, essentially as ‘control’ variables.

6 In general, father’s occupational status predicted chil-
dren’s earnings better than mother’s. Also many women
in previous generations were not in the paid workforce
and so could not be given an occupational status rating.

7 Statistically significant at the 0.05 level.

8 As noted above, questions about job training were not
included in HILDA until 2003. The item here is just the
sum of years (0–3) in 2003–2005 in which some job
training was undertaken.

9 All were significant at the 0.05 level. 

10 Significant at the 0.05 level for men, and at the 0.10 level
for women.

11 That is, after taking account of standard human capital
variables.

References

Arrow, K.J., 1965, Aspects of the Theory of Risk-
Bearing, Yrjö Hahnsson Foundation, Helsinki.

Costa, P.T. and McCrae, R.R., 1991, NEO
Personality Inventory (NEO-PIR), Psychological
Assessment Resources, Odessa, Florida.

Council of Australian Governments, 2006, ‘Human
capital reform: Report by the COAG National
Reform Initiative Working Group’, February.

Harmon, C., Walker, I. and Westergaard-Nielsen,
N., 2003, ‘The returns to education:
Microeconomics’, Journal of Economic Surveys,
vol. 17, no. 2, pp. 115–56.

Jones, F.L. and McMillan, J., 2000, ‘Some occupa-
tional scoring categories for social research: A
review of current practice with Australian exam-
ples’, Work, Employment and Society, vol. 15, no.
3, pp. 539–63.

Pearlin, L.I. and Schooler, C., 1978, ‘The structure
of coping’, Journal of Health and Social Behavior,
vol. 19, pp. 2–21.

Ross, S.A., 1981, ‘Some stronger measures of risk
aversion in the small and in the large with appli-
cations’, Econometrica, vol. 49, no. 2, pp. 621–39.

Saucier, G., 1994, ‘Mini-markers: A brief version of
Goldberg’s unipolar Big-Five markers’, Journal of
Personality Assessment, vol. 63, pp. 506–16.

U.S. Federal Government, 1998, Survey of Consumer
Finances, Question X3008, Washington, DC. 

Families, Incomes and Jobs, Volume 3      95



How do immigrants fare in the Australian labour
market? Are there initial integration difficulties? Do
these difficulties diminish over time? These are
some of the questions that have been of keen
interest to Australian labour market researchers
over many years. The HILDA Survey provides a
new opportunity to consider these issues.
Although sample sizes are not large when focus-
ing on new arrivals to Australia, a particularly use-
ful feature of the HILDA Survey data is the ability
to follow immigrants over time. Much of the exist-
ing Australian research has relied on cross-
sectional surveys, which—as Borjas (1985) first
pointed out—are not well suited to investigating
how immigrants adapt to their adopted country.

Labour market outcomes of interest include labour
force status, hours of work, hourly wage rates and
earnings over longer time frames, such as per
week and per year, all of which are briefly con-
sidered here. Study is restricted to persons aged
15–64 years, and results are presented separately
for males and females because of the quite differ-
ent nature of male and female interactions with
the labour market.

We begin in Table 1 by comparing labour force sta-
tus of immigrants and the native born in each year.
Immigrants from the main English-speaking coun-
tries (ESB immigrants) are distinguished from other
immigrants (NESB immigrants), since limitations on
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Table 1: Labour force status—all persons aged 15–64 years (%)

% change 
2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2001–2005

Men
Native born Not in labour force 15.7 15.7 15.1 14.9 15.8 0.2

Unemployed 5.7 5.0 4.7 4.2 4.2 –1.5
Employed part-time 12.9 13.9 13.7 14.1 12.8 –0.1
Employed full-time 65.7 65.4 66.5 66.7 67.1 1.5
(Population share) (72.3) (73.2) (73.9) (74.3) (74.6)

ESB immigrants Not in labour force 13.6 15.1 14.7 15.1 12.7 –0.9
Unemployed 6.5 4.4 3.0 2.8 4.2 –2.2
Employed part-time 8.1 9.5 8.2 8.4 9.3 1.2
Employed full-time 71.8 71.0 74.1 73.7 73.7 1.9
(Population share) (10.7) (10.5) (10.3) (10.3) (10.3)

NESB immigrants Not in labour force 22.5 24.0 25.5 22.0 21.9 –0.6
Unemployed 7.8 6.9 5.4 3.2 3.6 –4.2
Employed part-time 12.0 12.3 12.0 13.9 12.4 0.4
Employed full-time 57.7 56.8 57.1 61.0 62.1 4.4
(Population share) (17.1) (16.3) (15.9) (15.4) (15.1)

Women
Native born Not in labour force 30.9 30.4 31.0 30.3 29.1 –1.8

Unemployed 4.0 3.8 4.0 3.8 3.6 –0.3
Employed part-time 31.7 34.1 33.0 33.6 34.7 3.0
Employed full-time 33.4 31.6 31.9 32.4 32.6 –0.8
(Population share) (72.7) (73.8) (74.3) (75.2) (74.3)

ESB immigrants Not in labour force 31.5 29.8 32.6 32.3 31.7 0.3
Unemployed 4.4 3.9 1.9 3.0 1.2 –3.2
Employed part-time 28.6 29.3 32.2 30.9 30.2 1.6
Employed full-time 35.5 37.0 33.3 33.8 36.8 1.4
(Population share) (9.5) (8.9) (8.8) (8.8) (8.6)

NESB immigrants Not in labour force 44.2 44.2 43.3 41.5 38.9 –5.3
Unemployed 4.4 4.3 3.6 4.8 4.6 0.2
Employed part-time 21.9 22.5 24.0 25.2 24.5 2.5
Employed full-time 29.5 28.9 29.1 28.5 32.1 2.5
(Population share) (17.8) (17.3) (16.9) (15.9) (17.1)

Notes: Population weighted results. ESB immigrants are those born in New Zealand, UK, Ireland, South Africa or Northern America. 
NESB immigrants are all other persons born outside Australia.
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transferability of human capital, as well as other
factors that potentially adversely affect labour mar-
ket outcomes, such as cultural and language dif-
ferences, are likely to be greater for NESB immi-
grants. Both male and female ESB immigrants have
similar participation rates to their native born
counterparts. NESB immigrants, by contrast, do not
fare so well; they have considerably lower partici-
pation rates, as well as higher unemployment
rates, compared with the native born. For example,
in 2001, 44% of female NESB immigrants were not
in the labour force, compared with approximately
31% of other (ESB immigrant and native born)
females. However, it is also true that employment
growth between 2001 and 2005 was strongest for
NESB immigrants.

Limiting the focus to employed persons, in Table
2 median earnings outcomes are compared.
Hourly earnings provide a measure of the ‘price’
or value per unit (hour) of labour, while weekly
and annual earnings measures are products of
both the hourly rate of pay and the number of
hours worked. The table also reports annual 
‘private’ income, which includes income from
investments and from own business. It is included
to allow for the possibility that non-labour sources
of income differ in importance for immigrants

compared with native born persons. For example,
if the rate of self-employment is higher for immi-
grants, this may act to increase non-labour private
income.

For both males and females, median hourly rates
of pay are highest for ESB immigrants, and are
similar for NESB immigrants and the native born.
Reflecting the higher hourly pay rates, and also
the higher ratio of full-time to part-time employ-
ment evident in Table 1, median weekly and
annual earnings of employed ESB immigrants are
considerably higher than they are for employed
native born persons and NESB immigrants.
Notable, in light of the lower participation rates
and higher unemployment rates of NESB immi-
grants, is that their earnings outcomes once
employed are on average very similar to earnings
outcomes of employed native born persons. 

With regards to non-labour income, comparisons
of estimates for annual private income with esti-
mates for annual earnings reveal no evidence of
immigrants tending to have higher levels of non-
labour private income, at least as can be identified
by examining median incomes.1

Differences in labour market outcomes by period
of arrival in Australia are presented in Table 3. For
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Table 2: Median earnings—employed persons aged 15–64 years ($)

% change 
2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2001–2005

Men
Native born Hourly earnings 16.8 17.4 17.8 18.5 20.0 19.3

Weekly earnings 720 735 759 800 850 18.1
Annual earnings 33,000 34,600 36,000 37,719 40,000 21.2
Annual private income 36,200 37,900 39,130 40,500 43,000 18.8

ESB immigrants Hourly earnings 19.5 19.7 20.2 20.3 22.2 13.9
Weekly earnings 850 850 914 900 940 10.6
Annual earnings 39,000 40,000 44,300 45,000 49,000 25.6
Annual private income 44,050 43,000 49,000 50,000 52,800 19.9

NESB immigrants Hourly earnings 17.5 17.1 19.7 20.2 20.7 18.1
Weekly earnings 700 726 769 800 824 17.7
Annual earnings 35,000 36,000 36,000 37,000 40,000 14.3
Annual private income 38,000 37,000 39,000 40,000 42,163 11.0

Women
Native born Hourly earnings 15.3 15.8 16.3 16.9 17.6 15.2

Weekly earnings 494 491 503 533 550 11.3
Annual earnings 23,000 22,065 23,000 24,000 25,000 8.7
Annual private income 25,000 25,004 26,000 26,100 28,000 12.0

ESB immigrants Hourly earnings 16.7 17.1 18.8 18.7 19.9 19.4
Weekly earnings 566 550 590 600 650 14.8
Annual earnings 28,000 27,448 27,000 30,000 30,000 7.1
Annual private income 28,600 30,000 31,000 32,000 33,000 15.4

NESB immigrants Hourly earnings 15.1 16.2 16.3 17.3 18.5 22.4
Weekly earnings 522 534 525 595 609 16.7
Annual earnings 22,500 25,000 26,769 26,000 30,000 33.3
Annual private income 24,000 26,623 27,000 28,000 32,000 33.3

Note: Population weighted results.



ESB immigrants, the more recent arrival cohort
generally has the better labour market outcomes,
and changes over the five-year period are also
more favourable. For NESB immigrants, changes
are likewise more favourable for the more recent
arrival cohort, although here it is a case of ‘catch-

ing up’ to the earlier arrival cohort. That is, out-
comes are substantially worse for recent immi-
grants in 2001, but by 2005, are broadly similar to
those experienced by NESB immigrants who
arrived prior to 1991. Nonetheless, the changes
over the five-year time frame are, for both ESB
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Table 3: Labour force status and earnings by period of arrival in Australia—immigrants aged 15–64 years

% change 
2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2001–2005

ESB immigrants
Men
Arrived between Unemployed (%) 5.8 1.8 1.4 1.9 0.9 –4.9
1991 and 2001 Employed part-time (%) 6.6 6.3 1.7 6.4 5.3 –1.3

Employed full-time (%) 76.4 81.1 86.5 81.7 79.1 2.7
Median hourly earnings ($) 18.03 18.70 20.70 19.74 21.02 17.0
Median annual earnings ($) 39,000 40,000 50,000 43,000 60,000 54.0

Arrived before 1991 Unemployed (%) 6.5 4.8 2.7 2.7 5.0 –1.5
Employed part-time (%) 8.5 10.3 9.7 8.9 10.6 2.1
Employed full-time (%) 70.8 68.6 71.8 72.0 72.0 1.2
Median hourly earnings ($) 20.00 20.00 20.24 20.73 22.38 12.0
Median annual earnings ($) 40,000 40,000 42,000 45,000 48,000 20.0

Women
Arrived between Unemployed (%) 8.2 10.7 3.3 3.6 0.0 –8.2
1991 and 2001 Employed part-time (%) 15.5 19.4 30.1 22.3 31.4 15.8

Employed full-time (%) 41.8 49.6 41.7 39.9 40.0 –1.9
Median hourly earnings ($) 18.21 18.65 18.65 *19.74 21.18 16.0
Median annual earnings ($) 31,205 30,000 35,000 *38,000 35,000 12.0

Arrived before 1991 Unemployed (%) 3.6 2.5 1.5 3.0 1.5 –2.2
Employed part-time (%) 31.6 31.1 32.6 32.9 30.3 –1.3
Employed full-time (%) 33.8 34.4 31.4 31.8 35.7 1.9
Median hourly earnings ($) 16.50 17.00 18.93 18.58 19.89 21.0
Median annual earnings ($) 27,000 26,000 26,000 28,000 30,000 11.0

NESB immigrants
Men
Arrived between Unemployed (%) 11.8 13.1 8.9 2.3 3.6 –8.2
1991 and 2001 Employed part-time (%) 18.9 20.9 15.2 16.4 13.8 –5.1

Employed full-time (%) 45.5 41.4 46.5 57.2 59.3 13.8
Median hourly earnings ($) 15.75 15.89 17.71 19.79 19.42 23.0
Median annual earnings ($) 26,000 28,000 30,000 33,000 38,000 46.0

Arrived before 1991 Unemployed (%) 5.8 3.6 2.9 3.2 2.5 –3.4
Employed part-time (%) 8.6 8.4 10.0 11.9 10.8 2.2
Employed full-time (%) 63.7 64.5 64.0 63.3 65.7 1.9
Median hourly earnings ($) 18.42 18.75 20.00 21.25 21.68 18.0
Median annual earnings ($) 39,995 38,000 40,038 40,000 40,000 0.0

Women
Arrived between Unemployed (%) 5.3 5.7 4.1 3.8 2.8 –2.4
1991 and 2001 Employed part-time (%) 23.4 17.0 21.1 22.5 22.2 –1.2

Employed full-time (%) 25.4 29.2 27.5 29.7 31.6 6.2
Median hourly earnings ($) 12.66 15.48 15.44 16.50 18.50 46.0
Median annual earnings ($) 16,000 21,000 24,000 26,000 30,000 88.0

Arrived before 1991 Unemployed (%) 3.9 3.6 3.0 4.6 5.2 1.4
Employed part-time (%) 21.0 26.0 26.1 26.2 25.0 4.0
Employed full-time (%) 31.8 28.8 30.7 29.1 33.6 1.7
Median hourly earnings ($) 16.00 16.60 17.10 17.55 19.21 20.0
Median annual earnings ($) 25,312 27,000 29,500 26,000 30,000 19.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable. Earnings estimates are for employed persons only.
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and NESB immigrants, consistent with an ‘assimi-
lation’ effect, whereby immigrant outcomes rela-
tively improve with increased time since migra-
tion, reflecting acquisition of local skills, knowl-
edge and contacts. The fact that in 2001 ESB
recent immigrants already have outcomes similar
to those experienced by the earlier ESB arrival
cohort may simply reflect a higher ‘quality’ of the
more recent cohort, for example, due to greater
educational attainment.

Labour market mobility of immigrants is briefly
considered in Tables 4 and 5, comparing individ-
uals’ employment status and earnings at the time
of their 2001 interview with their employment sta-
tus and earnings at the time of their 2005 inter-
view. Only persons aged 25–44 years in 2001 are
examined, to limit the effects of differences in the
distribution of life cycle stages across the groups
compared. Table 4 examines employment status
transitions, identifying the proportion in each of
four categories: not employed in both waves;
employed in both waves; employed in wave 1 and
not employed in wave 5; and not employed in
wave 1 and employed in wave 5.

It is difficult to discern clear patterns in transitions
across the five groups distinguished in Table 4.
For males, consistent with an ‘assimilation’ phe-
nomenon, recent immigrants have relatively high
proportions making the transition from non-
employment to employment: 9.4% of male NESB
recent immigrants and 6.7% of male ESB recent
immigrants, compared with approximately 4% for
other males. However, at odds with an assimila-
tion process is the relatively higher rate of transi-
tion from employment to non-employment for
NESB recent immigrants compared with other
males, and the relatively high initial employment
rate of recent immigrants, especially when com-
pared to other immigrants. This may reflect pro-
gressively increasing emphasis of immigrant selec-
tion policy since the early 1980s on labour market
skills of immigrants.

Females in the 25–48 years age-range exhibit
greater mobility in employment status than males

in this age range, no doubt reflecting effects of
child-rearing on labour market participation. NESB
immigrants—both recent and non-recent—have a
comparatively high proportion non-employed in
both waves (22–26%), while ESB immigrants have
a comparatively low proportion non-employed in
both waves (10–11%). NESB immigrants, particu-
larly non-recent immigrants, also have a compara-
tively low proportion making the transition from
non-employment to employment. Also notable is
that the proportion of female NESB recent immi-
grants employed in both waves is 49%, compared
with 59% of Australian born females, 62% of
female NESB non-recent immigrants, 63% of
female ESB non-recent immigrants and 67% of
female ESB recent immigrants. This large (18 per-
centage point) difference between NESB and ESB
recent immigrants is particularly striking.

Earnings mobility among those employed is con-
sidered by presenting (in Table 5) the proportions
in each of three categories: in a higher quintile of
the earnings distribution in wave 5 than in wave
1; in the same quintile in both waves; and in a
lower quintile in wave 5 than in wave 1. While
only persons aged 25–44 years in 2001 are exam-
ined in Table 5 (and only persons employed in
both waves), it is an individual’s location in the
distribution of earnings among all employed per-
sons that is being examined (although separately
for males and females). Location in the hourly
wage distribution (upper panel) provides informa-
tion on the relative price of the individual’s labour,
while location in the annual earnings distribution
(lower panel) depends on both the hourly rate of
pay and the number of hours worked.

For males, recent immigrants exhibit greater
mobility in both the hourly earnings and annual
earnings distributions, particularly in the upward
direction, while mobility for non-recent immigrant
males is broadly similar to that for native born
males. For example, depending on the earnings
variable (hourly or annual) and immigrant back-
ground (ESB or NESB), between 43% and 50% of
recent immigrant males moved to a higher quintile,
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Table 4: Labour force status transitions, 2001–2005—persons aged 25–44 years in 2001 (%)

Australian ESB immigrants NESB immigrants
born Recent Other Recent Other

Men
Not employed in 2001 or 2005 5.1 1.9 8.1 3.4 7.9
Not employed in 2001 and employed in 2005 4.9 6.7 3.5 9.4 4.0
Employed in 2001 and not employed in 2005 4.1 0.0 4.0 6.9 4.9
Employed in 2001 and 2005 85.9 91.5 84.4 80.4 83.2
Women
Not employed in 2001 or 2005 17.8 9.9 11.1 26.2 22.0
Not employed in 2001 and employed in 2005 15.0 16.1 16.2 12.0 8.7
Employed in 2001 and not employed in 2005 7.9 7.2 9.5 12.8 6.9
Employed in 2001 and 2005 59.3 66.7 63.1 49.0 62.4

Notes: Population weighted results. Recent immigrants are those who arrived in Australia between 1991 and 2001.



compared with between 24% and 34% for the
other male groups distinguished in Table 5. 

For females, few clear patterns of earning mobil-
ity by immigrant background and period of arrival
are evident. One exception is that, for both the
hourly and annual earnings distributions, the pro-
portion moving to a higher quintile is relatively
high, and the proportion moving to a lower quin-
tile is relatively low, for female NESB recent immi-
grants. Also notable is that the proportion of ESB
recent immigrants moving to a lower quintile of
the hourly earnings distribution is relatively high,
and the proportion of these immigrants staying in
the same quintile of the annual earnings distribu-
tion is, at 74%, very high.

Discussion

It is found that earnings outcomes for NESB immi-
grants and the native born are on average very
similar, such that adverse labour market outcomes
for NESB immigrants are entirely captured by
access to employment—that is, lower participation
rates and higher unemployment rates. Once NESB
immigrants are in jobs, they on average experi-
ence no different outcomes from native born per-
sons. ESB immigrants, by contrast, have very sim-
ilar participation and unemployment rates to the
native born, but when in employment, earn higher
rates of pay and work higher average hours.
Consistent with these patterns, but of particular
note, is the very large difference between NESB
and ESB female recent immigrants in employment
rates, which perhaps reflects cultural differences,
for example, in attitudes to mothers with depen-
dent children taking up paid employment. These

employment rate differences could also derive
from differences in other characteristics, for exam-
ple in educational qualifications and work experi-
ence—as indeed could the other identified differ-
ences by immigrant status. These potential sources
of differences in labour market outcomes are not
considered in this article. 

Sample size limitations constrain the ability to
investigate the labour market adjustment process
of immigrants in the post-migration years, but
there are nonetheless indications of the existence
of such a process—more so for males than
females. Analysis by period of arrival in Australia
shows more recent arrivals experiencing relative
declines in unemployment and relative increases
in employment and earnings over the five-year
time frame of the HILDA Survey data. These pat-
terns could also in part be due to increased
emphasis on skilled migration in recent years.
However, the evidence presented here should not
be regarded as conclusive. For example, the
extent to which the patterns found are driven by
an earlier average life-cycle stage of the more
recent immigrant cohort has not been investigated
in this analysis.

Endnote

1 Examination of mean incomes similarly revealed no evi-
dence of higher non-labour private income.
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Table 5: Earnings quintile transitions, 2001–2005—persons aged 25–44 years in 2001 and employed in both 2001 
and 2005 (%)

Australian ESB immigrants NESB immigrants
born Recent Other Recent Other

Hourly wage quintile
Men
Moved to higher quintile 33.9 43.3 24.2 49.5 26.8
Stayed in same quintile 41.5 23.8 50.5 26.5 51.5
Moved to lower quintile 24.7 33.0 25.4 24.1 21.6
Women
Moved to higher quintile 35.9 21.3 30.5 38.6 32.0
Stayed in same quintile 36.2 36.2 41.9 56.0 40.9
Moved to lower quintile 27.9 42.5 27.6 5.4 27.1
Annual earnings quintile
Men
Moved to higher quintile 25.9 48.5 26.8 43.6 28.0
Stayed in same quintile 57.0 48.5 52.4 48.0 56.4
Moved to lower quintile 17.1 2.9 20.9 8.4 15.7
Women
Moved to higher quintile 30.2 12.9 32.0 48.5 40.0
Stayed in same quintile 46.5 74.1 40.1 35.7 42.2
Moved to lower quintile 23.4 13.0 27.9 15.7 17.8

Note: Population weighted results.
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How satisfied are people with the jobs they hold? In
every year of the HILDA Survey, people who were
employed at the time they were interviewed were
asked to rate how satisfied they were with their job
on a scale of 0 to 10, with 0 being ‘totally dissatis-
fied’ and 10 being ‘totally satisfied’. In addition to
overall job satisfaction, respondents were also asked
about their satisfaction with particular aspects of the
job, including the pay, job security, the hours they
worked and the flexibility available to balance work
and non work commitments. Table 1 shows the
average levels of these different aspects of job satis-
faction in each year from 2001 to 2005.

Overall, most people were quite satisfied with
their jobs, with the average job satisfaction in all
five years being around 7.6 out of 10. On average,
the aspect of their job that respondents were most
satisfied was job security. The latest Morgan Job
Security Poll, carried out in December 2006, found
that 81% of Australian workers believed their cur-
rent job was secure.

Aspects of the job that people were least satisfied
with were their pay and the hours they worked,
although scores still averaged over 5 on the 0–10
scale. By and large there were few gender differ-
ences in job satisfaction, but women—more of
whom hold part-time jobs—were more satisfied
than men with their ability to balance work and
non work commitments.

Persistence of low job satisfaction

In the first HILDA Statistical Report we found that
while 10.6% of people experienced low job satis-
faction in one out of three years (from 2001 to
2003), it was very unusual for low job satisfaction
to persist for more than one year. Either the person

leaves the job that is causing dissatisfaction, or
there is some improvement that causes satisfaction
to increase. The same can be said for job security—
it was rare for feelings of dissatisfaction relating to
job security to persist for more than a year.
However, dissatisfaction with total pay, hours of
work and job flexibility appear to be ongoing prob-
lems for some people. Table 2 shows the number
of years the various aspects of job satisfaction per-
sisted for people who were employed at the time
of interview in all five years from 2001 to 2005. 

While 12.2% of men and 10.9% of women experi-
enced low job satisfaction (four or less out of 10)
in one out of five years, it was very unusual for
low job satisfaction to persist for more than one
year. Only around 6% of men and women
reported low job satisfaction in two or more of 
the five years. On the other hand, dissatisfaction
with total pay was an ongoing problem for some
people; 8.7% of men and 9.4% of women experi-
enced three or more years of low satisfaction with
their pay in the five years from 2001 to 2005. It
was more common for men than women to expe-
rience ongoing dissatisfaction with hours of work
or job flexibility. Low levels of satisfaction with
their flexibility to balance work and non work
commitments were reported in three or more of
the five years by 9.3% of men and 6.1% of women.
Only 5.5% of women were dissatisfied with their
working hours in three or more of the five years,
compared to 8.3% of men.

What do people with low job satisfaction do
about it?

One would expect that people who were dissatisfied
with their jobs would be more likely than others to
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Job satisfaction: 2001–2005

Table 1: Job satisfaction, 2001–2005 (means)

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
Men
Satisfaction with total pay 6.7 6.7 6.8 6.8 6.8
Satisfaction with job security 7.5 7.7 7.8 7.9 7.8
Satisfaction with the work itself 7.6 7.6 7.6 7.6 7.6
Satisfaction with hours of work 7.0 7.0 7.0 7.0 7.1
Satisfaction with flexibility to balance
work and non work commitments 7.2 7.3 7.3 7.3 7.4
Overall job satisfaction 7.5 7.6 7.6 7.5 7.5
Women
Satisfaction with total pay 6.7 6.7 6.8 6.8 6.9
Satisfaction with job security 7.9 8.0 7.9 8.0 8.0
Satisfaction with the work itself 7.7 7.6 7.6 7.5 7.6
Satisfaction with hours of work 7.3 7.3 7.2 7.3 7.3
Satisfaction with flexibility to balance 
work and non work commitments 7.6 7.6 7.5 7.6 7.5
Overall job satisfaction 7.8 7.7 7.7 7.7 7.7

Note: Population weighted results. 



be looking for a new job. In the first HILDA
Statistical Report, we found that people with low
levels of satisfaction with their current job were in
fact much more likely to be looking for another
job. Table 3 shows the proportion of employees
who said they had looked for another job in the
four weeks prior to their interview.

Men and women with low levels of satisfaction
with their current job were in fact much more
likely to be looking for another job. At the time of
the 2005 interviews, almost 50% of men and
women who reported low job satisfaction were
searching for a new job, compared to around 25%
of people with medium levels of job satisfaction
and only 7.7% of men and 8.8% of women with
high levels of job satisfaction.

So, people who were dissatisfied with their jobs
were more likely to be looking for another job,
but do they in fact leave their current jobs, or do
they stay and somehow adjust and become more
satisfied? Are those who changed jobs happier
with their new jobs?

In the first HILDA Survey Statistical Report, we
found that only 49.3% of employees with low job
satisfaction in 2001 were still working for the same
employer in 2002, compared to over 70% among
those with medium or high job satisfaction.1 By
2003, another 8.6% of employees who had expe-
rienced low satisfaction in 2001 had left that job,
so only 40.7% still remained. Among these people,
27.7% still had a low level of job satisfaction,
47.4% had medium job satisfaction, and 24.9%
now rated their satisfaction with their job as 8 or
more out of 10. We also found that, on average,
those people who had low levels of job satisfac-
tion in 2001 and had changed jobs by 2002 were
more satisfied with their new job, and, for those
whose job satisfaction was already high in 2001, it
made no difference whether they stayed in the
same job, changed employers or became self-
employed—their satisfaction levels remained high.

Table 4 shows the employment status in 2005 of
people who were employees in 2001, grouped by
their level of job satisfaction in 2001.
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Table 2: Years of low job satisfaction, 2001–2005 (%)

Number of years of low satisfaction (0–4 out of 10)
0 1 2 3 4 5 Total

Men
Satisfaction with total pay 63.5 18.3 9.4 4.5 2.9 1.3 100.0
Satisfaction with job security 74.2 16.0 5.6 2.4 1.2 *0.5 100.0
Satisfaction with the work itself 80.6 12.6 4.6 1.5 *0.5 *0.3 100.0
Satisfaction with hours of work 65.9 18.4 7.4 4.9 2.5 0.9 100.0
Satisfaction with flexibility to balance 
work and non work commitments 64.4 17.8 8.5 4.9 3.1 1.3 100.0
Overall job satisfaction 81.7 12.2 3.8 1.8 *0.5 *0.1 100.0
Women
Satisfaction with total pay 62.8 19.1 8.8 4.8 2.8 1.8 100.0
Satisfaction with job security 78.8 12.7 5.1 1.9 1.3 *0.1 100.0
Satisfaction with the work itself 77.6 14.2 5.0 1.9 *0.9 *0.5 100.0
Satisfaction with hours of work 68.3 18.8 7.3 3.3 1.5 *0.7 100.0
Satisfaction with flexibility to balance 
work and non work commitments 68.6 17.5 7.8 3.2 2.1 0.8 100.0
Overall job satisfaction 83.5 10.9 3.9 1.2 *0.3 *0.2 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.

Table 3: Employees looking for a new job, by satisfaction with current job (%)

Satisfaction with current job 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
Men
Low (0–4) 49.1 50.2 51.8 57.2 49.2
Medium (5–7) 21.7 23.8 22.7 24.3 25.6
High (8–10) 9.1 8.0 7.7 7.3 7.7
Total 16.7 16.5 15.7 16.5 16.4
Women
Low (0–4) 46.9 48.3 52.2 45.7 48.3
Medium (5–7) 25.7 24.2 24.3 25.0 24.5
High (8–10) 7.5 8.9 9.4 8.8 8.8
Total 15.5 16.2 16.1 15.8 15.8

Note: Population weighted results. 
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Only 28.3% of male employees who reported low
levels of job satisfaction in 2001 were still working
for the same employer in 2005. Around 47% of
these men had changed employers, compared to
42.8% of men who reported medium levels of job
satisfaction in 2001 and 32.8% of male employees
who were very satisfied with the job they had in
2001. Looking at female employees who were dis-
satisfied with their jobs in 2001, only 26.2% were
still working for the same employer, compared to
41.6% of female employees who reported medium
levels of job satisfaction and 51% of women who
had high levels of job satisfaction in 2001. 

Were those people who changed jobs partly due
to dissatisfaction with their previous job more sat-
isfied with their new job? Table 5 shows average
job satisfaction in 2005, by job satisfaction in 2001,
for people who were employed in 2001 and 2005.

Men and women who reported low levels of job
satisfaction in 2001 and had since changed
employers generally did have higher levels of job

satisfaction in 2005 than those who remained with
the same employer, but the average level of job
satisfaction of those who changed jobs was still
lower than the average for employees who
reported medium or high levels of job satisfaction
in 2001. Among people who reported medium
levels of satisfaction with their jobs in 2001 (5–7
on the 0–10 scale), those who changed employers
or became self-employed experienced only a
small increase in job satisfaction compared to
those who remained in the same job. Among
those whose job satisfaction was already high in
2001, their average job satisfaction levels were
slightly lower if they had changed employers (but
still high compared to other groups).

Concluding points

Overall, most people were quite satisfied with
their jobs. On average, the aspect of their job that
respondents were most satisfied with was job
security people, while people were generally less
satisfied with their pay and the hours they
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Table 4: Employment status in 2005, by job satisfaction in 2001 (%)

Employment status in 2005 
Still working Employee, Employer/ 

for same but different self-employed/ 
employer employer since unpaid Not in the 

Job satisfaction in 2001 as in 2001 last interview family worker Unemployed labour force Total 
Men
Low (0–4) 28.3 46.6 *9.6 *2.3 *13.1 100.0
Medium (5–7) 44.5 42.8 6.3 *1.9 4.5 100.0
High (8–10) 52.5 32.8 5.0 1.6 8.1 100.0
Total 47.7 37.6 5.8 1.8 7.2 100.0
Women
Low (0–4) 26.2 45.4 6.4 *2.6 *19.4 100.0
Medium (5–7) 41.6 44.2 3.1 1.5 9.6 100.0
High (8–10) 51.0 30.5 4.0 1.5 13.0 100.0
Total 46.5 35.5 3.9 1.6 12.5 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.

Table 5: Job satisfaction in 2005, by job satisfaction in 2001 (means)

Employment status in 2005
Still working for Employee, but Employer/self- 
same employer different employer employed/unpaid 

Job satisfaction in 2001 as in 2001 since last interview family worker Total 
Men
Low (0–4) 5.9 6.8 *6.7 6.5
Medium (5–7) 7.0 7.3 7.3 7.2
High (8–10) 8.0 7.9 8.0 7.9
Total 7.6 7.5 7.6 7.5
Women
Low (0–4) 6.5 7.0 *8.1 6.9
Medium (5–7) 7.1 7.5 8.1 7.3
High (8–10) 8.1 7.8 8.4 8.0
Total 7.8 7.6 8.3 7.7

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.



worked. Women were more satisfied than men
with their ability to balance work and non work
commitments.

It is very unusual for low job satisfaction to persist
for more than one year, and the same can be said
for low levels of job security. For some, dissatis-
faction with total pay, hours of work, or job flexi-
bility appear to persist for 2 or 3 years, but it is
quite unusual for these dissatisfactions to continue
for longer than 3 years.

People who reported low levels of job satisfaction
and subsequently changed jobs had, on average,
slightly higher levels of job satisfaction than people
who were dissatisfied but had remained with the
same employer. However, for men and women

who reported high levels of job satisfaction, chang-
ing employers caused a very small decrease in
average job satisfaction—0.1% for men and 0.3%
for women.

Endnote
1 We also found that the proportion of people who were

employed in 2001 and either unemployed or not in the
labour force in the following year was considerably
higher for people who were dissatisfied with their job 
in 2001.

Reference

Roy Morgan Research, 2007, Morgan Job Security
Poll, Finding No. 4120, <http://www.roymorgan.
com/news/polls/2006/4120/>.
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Job security: 2001–2005
In the past it was not uncommon for employees to
work in the same job, or even have the same
employer, throughout their career. Nowadays,
there is a general perception that people change
jobs more frequently, and also have to continu-
ously upgrade their skills. Consequently there
have been claims that people feel less secure in
their jobs than they have in the past. However, the
evidence does not support this view. Average
employment tenure has changed little over the
past two decades and direct measures of job secu-
rity are currently at record highs (Commonwealth
of Australia, 2007). The latest Morgan Job Security
Poll, carried out in December 2006, found that an
overwhelming majority (81%) of Australian work-
ers say their current job is secure, and 63% of
Australian workers said they would be able to find
a new job quickly if they became unemployed.

In the first HILDA Statistical Report, we found that
job insecurity had been decreasing since 2001,
women reported lower job insecurity than men,
and people who were employed on a permanent
or ongoing basis reported lower chances of losing
their jobs than casual employees and employees
on fixed term contracts. We also found that peo-
ple who had been in their current job for less than
one year reported much higher levels of job inse-
curity than other employees, and less than half the
employees who reported levels of job insecurity of
80% or more were still working for the same
employer 12 months later, compared to more than
70% of employees who reported levels of job inse-
curity of less than 40%.

In each wave of the HILDA Survey, employees
were asked the percentage chance that they
would lose their job in the next 12 months. Table

Table 1: Percentage chance of losing your job in the next 12 months, by age group (means)

Age group 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
Men
15–24 17.8 11.2 11.0 10.6 9.6
25–34 14.2 12.0 10.3 12.4 10.5
35–44 15.5 12.1 12.5 10.5 9.5
45–54 15.3 12.3 12.4 11.2 8.8
55–64 21.8 8.7 11.5 9.3 13.3
65+ 26.6 9.3 13.2 7.2 7.4
Total 16.2 11.6 11.5 11.0 10.0
Women
15–24 13.3 10.4 9.9 9.4 9.1
25–34 13.0 11.0 9.6 9.4 10.2
35–44 13.0 10.8 10.6 9.6 8.9
45–54 12.5 11.0 9.3 8.0 8.5
55–64 11.2 9.4 6.8 6.4 5.2
65+ 8.0 *8.0 8.0 13.8 12.8
Total 12.8 9.5 9.6 8.9 8.9

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable. 
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1 shows the average ‘percentage chance of losing
your job’ for male and female employees, by age
group, for the five years from 2001 to 2005.

For people who were employees at the time of
interview in any given year, it appears that job
insecurity has been decreasing since 2001. The
average percentage chance of losing your job in
the next 12 months declined from 16.2% in 2001
to 10% in 2005 for men, and from 12.8% in 2001
to 8.9% in 2005 for women. For men aged 55 and
over, there has been a substantial drop in job inse-
curity since 2001, from 21.8% for men aged
between 55 and 64 and 26.6% for men aged 65
and over in 2001 to 13.3% and 7.4% respectively
in 2005. It is very likely that this increase in job
security is a result of the improvement in the eco-
nomic climate and decline in the unemployment
rate over the past five years.

In all five years, women reported higher job secu-
rity than men. However, the difference between
average levels of job security between men and
women has been declining over the five-year
period. In 2005, the difference between average
levels of job insecurity for male and female
employees was only around 1%. 

One would expect that people who are employed
on a permanent basis would have higher levels of
job security than those in casual jobs or on a fixed
term contract. Table 2 shows the differences in job
security for male and female employees, by type
of employment contract.

As expected, men and women who were
employed on a permanent or ongoing basis
reported substantially lower chances of losing
their jobs than casual employees and employees
on fixed term contracts. For men who were
employed on a casual basis, there has been a sub-
stantial decrease in the average percentage chance
of losing their job—from 26.0% in 2001 to 14.1%
in 2005. For men employed on fixed term con-
tracts, job insecurity dropped from 20.5% in 2001
to 13.8% in 2005. Compared to other female
employees, women employed on fixed term con-
tracts have generally reported the highest levels of
job insecurity, which increased from 16.8% in 2001
to 19.6% in 2004, but dropped to 15.6% in 2005.

Does job tenure affect job security?

One would expect that people who had been
employed in the same job for many years would
report lower levels of job insecurity. Table 3
shows the average levels of job insecurity for men
and women according to the number of years they
had been employed by their current employer.

People who had been employed with their current
employer for less than one year understandably

reported higher levels of job insecurity. In many
jobs, employees must undergo a probationary
period, after which it is decided whether or not
they will continue in that job. For women, job inse-
curity decreased with employment tenure. In most
years, job insecurity also decreased with employ-
ment tenure for men, but in 2001 and 2003, men
who had been with their current employer for 20
years or more had increased levels of job insecu-
rity. It may be the case that they believe that older
employees would be the first to be made redun-
dant if their employer was in financial difficulty. 

How does education and experience affect
job security?

Do people with higher levels of education feel
more secure in their jobs, or does experience give
employees a greater feeling of job security? Tables
4 and 5 show the average levels of job insecurity
for men and women according to their level of
education and the number of years they have
been working in their current occupation.

It appears that education has very little impact on
job security. In four out of the five years, men
whose highest level of education was Year 12 had
lower average levels of job insecurity than men
with bachelor degrees. Compared to women with
bachelor degrees, women with diplomas had
equal or lower levels of job insecurity in all five
years, and in four out of the five years, women
whose highest level of education was Year 11 or
below had lower average levels of job insecurity
than women with postgraduate degrees. 

For women, average job insecurity tended to
decrease with occupation tenure. Average job
insecurity was highest for men who had been in
an occupation for less than one year, but in three
of the five years, average job insecurity was higher
for men who had been in an occupation for 20
years or more than it was for men who had been
in an occupation for between 10 and 19 years.

Is job insecurity higher in particular 
industries or occupations?

Are there any particular industries or occupations
in which people feel more insecure about keeping
their job? Tables 6 and 7 show the percentage
chance of losing your job, broken down by occu-
pation and industry.

On average, men who were labourers reported the
highest levels of job insecurity, while for men who
were associate professionals or clerical workers, job
insecurity was quite low. For women, managers,
administrators, professionals and associate profes-
sionals had high levels of job security, and job
security for women who were intermediate pro-
duction and transport workers was lower, on aver-
age, than that of women in other occupations.

Overall, men who worked in the education, 
health and community services and government

Casual jobs
Casual employment means jobs with the absence of enti-
tlement to both paid annual leave and paid sick leave.
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Table 2: Percentage chance of losing your job in the next 12 months, by type of employment (means)

Type of employment 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
Men
Employed on a fixed term contract 20.5 18.5 18.1 16.1 13.8
Employed on a casual basis 26.0 16.2 15.5 16.8 14.1
Employed on a permanent or ongoing basis 12.8 9.3 9.6 8.8 8.3
Other *26.8 8.7 *15.5 *23.7 *30.9
Total 16.2 11.6 11.5 11.0 10.0
Women
Employed on a fixed term contract 16.8 16.1 17.4 19.6 15.6
Employed on a casual basis 18.5 12.5 11.9 12.3 11.9
Employed on a permanent or ongoing basis 9.3 6.9 7.2 6.0 6.5
Other *32.1 12.9 *16.0 *5.5 *51.2
Total 12.8 9.5 9.6 8.9 8.9

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.

Table 3: Percentage chance of losing your job in the next 12 months, by years with current employer (means)

Years with current employer 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
Men
Less than 1 year 24.6 15.3 14.6 15.3 14.0
1–4 years 15.2 11.9 11.9 11.2 9.7
5–9 years 12.1 9.1 8.7 9.3 8.7
10–19 years 11.9 9.7 8.1 6.7 7.6
20+ years 12.8 7.9 12.4 7.6 6.6
Total 16.2 11.6 11.5 11.0 9.9
Women
Less than 1 year 19.9 13.5 13.5 12.9 14.2
1–4 years 12.3 9.3 9.9 8.9 8.0
5–9 years 8.9 6.7 8.0 8.0 6.4
10–19 years 9.0 7.5 5.6 5.6 6.6
20+ years 6.4 5.1 4.5 2.3 2.3
Total 12.8 9.5 9.6 8.9 8.9

Note: Population weighted results. 

Table 4: Percentage chance of losing your job in the next 12 months, by education (means)

Highest level of education 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
Men
Postgraduate degree 13.7 9.7 10.0 9.5 7.4
Bachelor degree 14.7 12.4 12.5 11.6 10.9
Diploma 13.5 9.6 8.2 8.1 9.7
Certificate 17.3 13.0 11.9 10.9 10.5
Year 12 14.9 10.5 10.7 11.4 9.8
Year 11 or below 18.3 11.7 12.6 11.8 9.9
Total 16.2 11.6 11.5 11.0 10.0
Women
Postgraduate degree 10.8 11.0 9.8 7.7 8.9
Bachelor degree 12.0 9.8 10.7 11.1 10.4
Diploma 12.0 7.4 8.3 8.9 7.5
Certificate 14.0 9.8 11.5 9.1 8.7
Year 12 13.9 9.8 9.2 9.8 9.5
Year 11 or below 12.8 9.4 8.7 7.5 8.1
Total 12.8 9.5 9.6 8.9 8.9

Note: Population weighted results. 
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administration and defence had lower levels of job
insecurity than men in other occupations. On the
other hand, average job insecurity for men in the
construction industry was relatively high (11% to
15%) in all five years. For men in the mining indus-
try, average job insecurity dropped from 20.9% in
2001 to 12.4% in 2003 and 8.4% in 2005, indicating an
increased demand for workers in the mining industry
over the five-year period. Women who worked in the
manufacturing or wholesale trade industries had
higher average levels of job insecurity than other
female employees, while job insecurity was low for

women who worked in the education industry and
the health and community services industry.

Do people who report high levels of job 
insecurity actually change jobs?

What happens to people who report high levels of
job insecurity? Do they change jobs, become
unemployed, drop out of the labour force, or do
they remain in their current job? Table 8 shows
employment status in 2005, according to their
level of job insecurity in 2001, for people who
were employees in 2001. 

Families, Incomes and Jobs, Volume 3      107

Table 5: Percentage chance of losing your job in the next 12 months, by experience (means)

Years in current occupation 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
Men
Less than 1 year 24.6 14.8 14.2 15.7 12.1
1–4 years 14.3 10.5 11.3 11.7 9.6
5–9 years 14.3 10.9 9.0 11.3 9.9
10–19 years 12.9 12.4 11.7 7.1 8.7
20+ years 18.1 9.8 11.1 8.1 9.5
Total 16.2 11.6 11.5 11.0 9.9
Women
Less than 1 year 20.7 14.0 13.5 12.4 13.5
1–4 years 13.2 8.9 10.2 8.8 9.4
5–9 years 10.6 8.2 8.2 9.8 6.5
10–19 years 9.5 8.3 6.0 6.9 6.9
20+ years 8.2 7.2 8.5 4.2 4.7
Total 12.8 9.5 9.6 8.9 8.9

Note: Population weighted results. 

Table 6: Percentage chance of losing your job in the next 12 months, by current occupation (means)

Current occupation 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
Men
Managers and administrators 13.2 9.9 12.0 10.0 7.4
Professionals 15.0 11.5 11.1 10.0 9.8
Associate professionals 11.9 9.8 8.8 8.7 8.6
Tradespersons and related workers 17.9 13.9 10.3 10.2 10.7
Advanced clerical and service workers 7.4 6.1 16.1 10.3 4.0
Intermediate clerical workers 14.6 10.9 9.8 11.9 9.9
Intermediate production and transport workers 18.1 11.5 13.5 11.7 11.4
Elementary clerical sales and service workers 16.4 9.7 11.7 11.2 7.6
Labourers and related workers 21.6 13.7 15.3 14.9 12.7
Total 16.2 11.6 11.5 11.0 10.0
Women
Managers and administrators 8.8 5.9 10.4 9.0 8.9
Professionals 9.7 8.4 7.9 8.5 8.5
Associate professionals 11.1 11.9 9.8 7.7 7.7
Tradespersons and related workers 12.1 5.1 8.9 8.1 17.1
Advanced clerical and service workers 10.5 7.1 11.5 7.5 7.1
Intermediate clerical workers 15.5 10.3 10.2 9.1 9.5
Intermediate production and transport workers 17.9 15.0 14.6 19.0 9.7
Elementary clerical sales and service workers 11.6 9.3 8.8 8.1 8.2
Labourers and related workers 19.1 11.1 9.7 11.1 9.5
Total 12.8 9.5 9.6 8.9 8.9

Note: Population weighted results. 



By 2003, only 32% of male employees and 31.6%
of female employees who reported high levels of
job insecurity in 2001 were still working for the
same employer, compared to 51.4% of men and
49.9% of women who reported high levels of job
security in 2001. Compared to those who had
medium or high levels of job insecurity, it was
more common for men and women who had
reported low levels of job security to be out of the
labour force in 2005. But, did the people who were
not with the same employer leave voluntarily or
did they actually lose their job? Table 9 shows the
reason for leaving the job they had at the time of
their 2001 interview for men and women who
were no longer with the same employer in 2005. 

It appears that a substantial proportion of men and
women who had reported low levels of job secu-

rity were correct. Compared to men and women
who reported medium or high levels of job secu-
rity in 2001, men and women who rated their job
security as low were more commonly in temporary
or seasonal jobs at the time. The proportion of
men and women who left their 2001 job involun-
tarily (i.e. got retrenched, laid off, etc) was higher
for those who reported low levels of job security
in 2001—38.3% of men and 27.8% of women who
reported low levels of job security and who were
no longer working for the same employer left their
jobs involuntarily, compared to 20.2% of men and
12.1% of women who reported high levels of job
security in 2001. Compared to men who had low
job security in 2001, it was more common for men
who reported medium or high levels of job secu-
rity to have left the job they had in 2001 because
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Table 7: Percentage chance of losing your job in the next 12 months, by current industry (means)

Current industry 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
Men
Agriculture, forestry and fishing 22.4 11.0 13.1 11.0 11.1
Mining 20.9 20.6 12.4 13.4 8.4
Manufacturing 21.4 13.7 12.8 13.1 12.7
Electricity, gas and water supply 18.9 13.5 6.9 6.3 7.3
Construction 15.9 14.5 13.0 10.9 13.4
Wholesale trade 12.6 13.2 10.3 10.8 8.3
Retail trade 14.9 9.9 9.7 9.7 7.2
Accommodation, cafes and restaurants 15.8 10.8 10.8 11.8 10.1
Transport and storage 23.9 9.2 12.6 10.0 11.2
Communication services 16.4 13.5 12.9 16.6 12.3
Finance and insurance 17.7 9.0 14.7 11.3 10.1
Property and business services 13.8 13.6 13.8 14.6 10.1
Government administration and defence 10.2 9.1 9.5 8.7 6.1
Education 11.2 6.2 8.7 7.5 9.1
Health and community services 9.6 7.4 8.8 7.6 7.9
Cultural and recreational services 8.3 14.4 12.7 10.1 10.8
Personal and other services 16.2 7.4 8.9 5.5 6.2
Total 22.4 11.6 11.5 11.0 9.9
Women
Agriculture, forestry and fishing 28.2 13.0 12.3 10.5 5.5
Mining *19.3 *11.1 *14.1 *25.8 *10.2
Manufacturing 19.1 12.8 14.7 15.2 9.8
Electricity, gas and water supply *18.1 *3.9 *13.2 *14.2 *5.5
Construction 12.1 10.1 7.5 6.8 8.5
Wholesale trade 19.3 16.8 18.8 9.8 11.6
Retail trade 11.0 9.5 7.4 7.5 8.4
Accommodation, cafes and restaurants 15.7 8.9 9.4 10.2 9.5
Transport and storage 15.8 7.7 10.0 8.7 14.4
Communication services 19.1 15.3 12.4 11.7 13.5
Finance and insurance 18.0 13.8 12.3 10.8 7.7
Property and business services 14.7 12.7 12.4 9.2 11.6
Government administration and defence 8.6 9.3 10.0 10.4 8.7
Education 9.5 7.6 8.2 8.9 7.9
Health and community services 9.1 6.0 6.2 6.0 7.2
Cultural and recreational services 15.9 12.3 15.4 10.0 10.3
Personal and other services 10.7 5.7 8.9 10.8 10.1
Total 12.8 9.5 9.6 8.9 8.9

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.
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they were not satisfied with that job, to obtain a
better job, or to start a new business.
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Table 8: Employment status in 2005, by job security in 2001 (%)

Employment status in 2005
Still working Employee, Employer/ 

for same but different self-employed/ 
employer employer since unpaid Not in the 

Job security in 2001 as in 2001 last interview family worker Unemployed labour force Total 
Men
Low (0–4) 32.0 48.6 6.8 *2.1 10.5 100.0
Medium (5–7) 45.2 40.3 5.7 *2.1 6.6 100.0
High (8–10) 51.4 34.5 5.7 1.6 6.8 100.0
Total 47.7 37.6 5.8 1.8 7.2 100.0
Women
Low (0–4) 31.6 42.7 *3.4 *2.8 19.5 100.0
Medium (5–7) 42.6 40.2 3.8 *3.7 9.8 100.0
High (8–10) 49.9 33.0 4.0 *0.7 12.3 100.0
Total 46.5 35.5 3.9 1.6 12.5 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.

Table 9: Reason for leaving 2001 job, by job security in 2001, people no longer with the same employer (%)

Job security in 2001
Reason for leaving job Low (0–4) Medium (5–7) High (8–10) Total
Men
Job was temporary or seasonal 15.7 *4.9 3.0 5.4
Got laid off, No work available, Retrenched, Made 
redundant, Employer went out of business 38.3 27.0 20.2 24.7
Not satisfied with job (e.g. unhappy with hours, pay, 
working conditions, boss, other workers) 15.5 27.1 24.1 23.6
To obtain a better job, Just wanted a change, 
To start a new business 13.0 25.6 27.7 24.9
Retired, Did not want to work any longer *1.6 *2.7 5.8 4.4
Own sickness, disability or injury *6.8 *4.5 4.4 4.7
To stay at home to look after children, house or someone else *0.7 *0.5 *0.9 *0.7
Returned to study, Started study, Needed more time to study *0.0 *1.6 4.2 2.9
Other reasona *8.4 6.3 9.7 8.6
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Women
Job was temporary or seasonal 16.9 *6.8 3.2 5.8
Got laid off, No work available, Retrenched, Made 
redundant, Employer went out of business 27.8 13.1 12.1 14.3
Not satisfied with job (e.g. unhappy with hours, pay, 
working conditions, boss, other workers) 25.0 30.1 26.7 27.3
To obtain a better job, Just wanted a change, 
To start a new business *6.7 17.0 19.6 17.3
Retired, Did not want to work any longer *0.9 *1.1 5.1 3.6
Own sickness, disability or injury *5.4 *6.5 4.9 5.3
Pregnancy, To have children *5.2 8.4 8.7 8.2
To stay at home to look after children, house or someone else *0.8 *1.3 2.5 2.0
Returned to study, Started study, Needed more time to study *3.6 *5.3 3.3 3.8
Other reasona *7.7 10.2 13.9 12.2
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable. a Other reasons include: travel or holiday, spouse or partner transferred, too
much travel time, too far from public transport, change of lifestyle.



In Australia, most employees are entitled to some
amount of paid leave from work each year. Paid
annual holidays have been a standard feature of
employment in Australia since 1941, when the
standard period was just one week. By 1973, the
standard amount of paid annual leave had
increased to four weeks. However, the proportion
of employees in receipt of this benefit has been in
steady decline since the 1980s, mainly because of
the increase in the number of employees
employed on a casual or contractual basis
(Dennis, 2003).1

While most full-time employees are entitled to
four weeks of paid leave per year, many people
do not use all of their leave entitlements. Dennis
(2003) found that only 39% of full-time employees
took all of their annual leave in 2002. The main
reasons for not taking all available leave entitle-
ments were being too busy at work, not being
able to get time off that suited the individual or
family, and saving up leave to use at a later time.

In 2005, HILDA Survey respondents who had
been in paid work since July 2004 were asked
about the amount of paid and unpaid leave they
had taken in the 12 months before their 2005
interview. Table 1 shows the proportion of full-
time employees who had taken some paid annual
leave in that 12 months.2

Overall, 81.8% of men and 85.9% of women who
were full-time employees had taken at least one
day of paid annual leave in the last 12 months,
and of those people who did take annual leave,
the average number of days taken was 19 for men

and 21 for women. This suggests that most
employees who take some annual leave take
around four weeks per year. Almost 90% of men
who were permanent employees said they had
taken some paid annual leave, compared to only
68.8% of men who were employed (full-time) on
fixed term contracts. For women, there was not
much difference between the proportions of per-
manent and fixed term employees who took paid
annual leave (90.2% compared to 87.8%). Most
full-time employees who did take paid leave took
around 20 days per year, the average number of
days of paid leave taken by employees on fixed
term contracts was slightly lower than that of per-
manent employees, with men employed on fixed
term contracts taking an average of 17 days per
year and women on fixed term contracts taking an
average of 20 days per year, compared to around
19 days per year for men and 21 days for women
who were permanent employees. 

Are workers in the public sector more likely to
take leave? Table 2 shows the proportion of pub-
lic and private sector (full-time) employees who
had taken leave in the last 12 months and the
average number of days of leave taken.

Compared to workers in the private sector, it was
much more common for public sector employees
to have taken annual leave, with 91.2% of men
and women who worked in the public sector tak-
ing at least one day of annual leave in the last 12
months, compared to 83.3% of women and 78.8%
of men who worked in the private sector. The
average number of days of leave taken in the last
year was also higher for workers in the public 
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Paid and unpaid leave from work

Table 1: Full-time employees who took annual leave in the last 12 months, by type of employment, 2005

Men Women
% who Average % who Average

took paid number took paid number 
Type of employment annual leave of days annual leave of days
Permanent employee 87.1 18.8 90.2 21.0
Employee on a fixed term contract 68.8 17.2 87.8 20.2
Casual employee 9.7 *16.1 12.2 *27.2
Total 81.8 18.7 85.9 21.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.

Table 2: Full-time employees who took annual leave in the last 12 months, by public/private sector, 2005

Men Women
% who Average % who Average

took paid number took paid number 
Type of employment annual leave of days annual leave of days
Public sector 91.2 23.1 91.2 26.0
Private sector 78.8 17.1 83.3 18.2
Total 81.8 18.7 85.9 21.0

Note: Population weighted results.
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sector—23.1 days for men and 26 days for
women, compared to 17.1 days for men and 18.2
days for women who worked in the private sector.

Are highly paid workers less likely to take annual
leave? Table 3 shows the proportion of men and
women who were full-time employees in 2005 who
took some paid leave, broken down by their income
from wages or salaries in the last financial year. 

The proportion of male, full-time employees who
took some paid annual leave in the 12 months
prior to their 2005 interview increased with
income, with 93.1% of male full-time employees
earning $100,000 per year or more taking some
paid annual leave, compared to 75.9% of men
whose annual salary was between $25,000 and
$50,000 per year. For those men who took paid
annual leave, the number of days of leave taken
was around 20 for men earning $50,000 or more
per year, compared to 16.5 days per year for men
who earned between $25,000 and $50,000. The
amount of paid annual leave taken by women
who were full-time employees and earning less
than $50,000 per year was also slightly lower than
that of women on higher wages. More than 90%
of female employees who earned $50,000 or more
had taken some paid annual leave in the past 12
months, compared to 85.5% of women who

worked full-time and earned between $25,000 and
$50,000 per year.

Are people in particular industries or occupations
less likely to use their paid leave? Tables 4 and 5
shows the proportion of full-time employees who
took paid leave in the 12 months before their 2005
interview, according to occupation and industry. 

Men and women who were managers or adminis-
trators were most likely to have taken some paid
annual leave in the last 12 months, and more than
85% of full-time employees who were profession-
als, associate professionals or intermediate clerical
workers had taken some annual leave. On the
other hand, only 70.7% of intermediate production
and transport workers and 63.2% of labourers said
they had taken some paid annual leave in the last
12 months. The average number of days of paid
leave taken was lower for people who worked in
these jobs, around 16 days of leave in the last year,
compared to more than 19 days for managers, pro-
fessionals and associate professionals. One reason
for this difference is that, compared to managers
and professionals, who are likely to be permanent
employees or employed on a fixed term contract,
a high proportion of transport workers and labour-
ers are employed on a casual basis and less likely
to be entitled to paid annual leave.
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Table 3: Full-time employees who took annual leave in the last 12 months, by income in the last financial year, 2005

Men Women
% who Average % who Average

Wage or salary income took paid number took paid number 
in last financial year annual leave of days annual leave of days
Less than $25,000 54.8 15.6 54.2 15.7
$25,000 to < $50,000 75.9 16.5 85.5 18.5
$50,000 to < $75,000 87.2 20.8 94.4 25.7
$75,000 to < $100,000 90.4 18.9 95.7 24.0
$100,000 or more 93.1 20.4 90.3 20.1
Total 81.8 18.7 85.9 21.0

Note: Population weighted results.

Table 4: Full-time employees who took annual leave in the last 12 months, by occupation, 2005

Men Women
% who Average % who Average

took paid number took paid number 
Occupation annual leave of days annual leave of days
Managers and administrators 95.2 19.3 90.6 19.3
Professionals 87.8 21.0 93.1 21.0
Associate professionals 85.7 19.7 88.8 19.7
Tradespersons and related workers 79.7 18.1 86.4 18.1
Advanced clerical and service workers *100.0 *18.3 94.0 18.3
Intermediate clerical workers 85.3 17.6 82.0 17.6
Intermediate production and transport workers 70.7 16.3 63.3 16.3
Elementary clerical sales and service workers 74.4 17.5 70.5 17.5
Labourers and related workers 63.2 16.1 71.4 16.1
Total 81.8 18.7 85.9 21.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.



Paid annual leave was least common among
employees in the agriculture, forestry and fishing
industries, with only 59% of men and 32% of
women employed in this industry taking leave in
the last 12 months. It was also quite uncommon
for men and women who worked in the hospital-
ity industry (accommodation, cafes and restau-
rants). Again, these industries commonly have a
high proportion of casual workers who are not
usually entitled to paid leave. On average,
employees who took paid leave took between 15
and 20 days of leave per year. The one exception
is the education industry, where the average num-
ber of days of paid leave taken in the last 12
months was 34.6 for men and 39.2 for women.

Other types of leave

Employees generally receive 5 to 10 days of paid
sick leave per year. Table 6 shows that 64.2% of
men and 79.7% of women who were full-time
employees had taken at least one day of paid sick
leave in the past 12 months. The average number

of days of sick leave taken per year was 3.5 for
men and 4.5 for women.

Over 80% of women who worked full-time either
as a permanent employee or on a fixed term con-
tract had taken at least one day of paid sick leave
in the last 12 months, compared to 68.1% of men
who were permanent full-time employees and
57.8% of men employed full-time on a fixed term
contract. For those who had taken paid sick leave,
the average number of days of sick leave taken
was around 6 per year.

HILDA Survey respondents were also asked about
other types of paid leave, such as maternity or
paternity leave, parental leave, long service leave,
bereavement leave, family leave and carers leave.
Table 7 shows the proportion of full-time employ-
ees who took one or more of these type of paid
leave in the 12 months prior to their 2005 interview. 

Because some female employees are entitled to
paid maternity leave, the proportion of female
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Table 5: Full-time employees who took annual leave in the last 12 months, by industry, 2005

Men Women
% who Average % who Average

took paid number took paid number 
Industry annual leave of days annual leave of days
Agriculture, forestry and fishing 59.3 16.0 32.4 *18.5
Mining 78.9 16.4 *100.0 *16.2
Manufacturing 82.5 16.4 87.0 16.9
Electricity, gas and water supply 85.0 19.3 84.8 *21.1
Construction 68.8 17.1 80.9 *16.5
Wholesale trade 89.2 16.8 84.4 13.7
Retail trade 76.9 15.7 76.5 13.8
Accommodation, cafes and restaurants 67.1 18.6 66.8 13.1
Transport and storage 79.1 18.6 79.7 14.4
Communication services 83.7 17.7 86.8 *16.2
Finance and insurance 98.3 16.6 88.6 16.4
Property and business services 82.2 16.0 87.4 16.7
Government administration and defence 91.7 20.3 90.5 19.4
Education 87.2 34.6 90.7 39.2
Health and community services 80.4 17.8 88.7 19.3
Cultural and recreational services 78.2 19.6 81.8 17.0
Personal and other services 90.3 *26.9 87.4 19.2
Total 81.8 18.7 85.9 21.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.

Table 6: Full-time employees who took paid sick leave in the last 12 months, 2005

Men Women
% who Average % who Average

took paid number took paid number 
Type of employment sick leave of days sick leave of days
Permanent employee 68.1 5.3 83.6 5.8
Employee on a fixed term contract 57.8 8.2 84.1 4.3
Casual employee 6.5 *2.8 7.3 *4.8
Total 64.2 5.5 79.7 5.6

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.
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full-time employees who took paid leave other
than annual leave or sick leave was higher then
that of men. Just under 30% of women had taken
some other type of paid leave in the last 12
months, compared to 22.7% of men who were
permanent employees and 18.7% of men who
were employed full-time on a fixed term contract. 

Respondents were also asked if they took any unpaid
leave—that is time off when they were scheduled to
be at work, and for which they were not paid. Table
8 shows the proportion of full-time employees who
had taken some unpaid leave in the last 12 months.

Compared to permanent employees (who are
likely to be entitled to more and various types of
paid leave), it was more common among full-time
employees on fixed term contracts to have taken
unpaid leave and unpaid leave was very common
among casual employees who worked full-time.
More than half of men and women who were
employed full-time on a casual basis had taken
unpaid leave in the last 12 months, compared to
19.3% of men and 16.3% of women employed full-
time on fixed term contacts and 8.7% of men and
11% of women who were permanent full-time
employees. 

Concluding points

Over 80% of full-time employees had taken some
paid annual leave in the last 12 months. Compared

to high income employees, low income earners
are less likely to take leave. As casual employees
are normally not entitled to paid annual leave, the
proportion of people who took paid leave was
lower in industries with a high proportion of
casual workers, such as the hospitality industry. 

Endnotes

1 Most casual employees are not entitled to any sort of
paid leave or paid public holidays, but instead receive a
higher rate of pay (a ‘casual loading’). However, some
awards and agreements give long-term casual workers
(usually those who have worked regularly for the same
employer for over 12 months) some leave entitlements.

2 Note that people who are self-employed or employees
of their own business are not included in this analysis.
The HILDA Survey data indicate that, compared to
employees, it was more common for people who were
self-employed to have not taken any paid leave at all in
the last 12 months. However, it is assumed that those
who are self-employed are able to choose their working
and ‘leave’ time and whether that leave is taken as paid
or unpaid leave.
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Table 7: Full-time employees who took other types of paid leave in the last 12 months, 2005

Men Women
% who Average % who Average

took other number took other number 
Type of employment paid leave of days paid leave of days
Permanent employee 22.7 8.1 29.9 14.5
Employee on a fixed term contract 18.7 5.7 29.9 6.4
Casual employee 2.0 *3.7 4.4 *32.7
Total 21.4 7.9 28.6 13.9

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.

Table 8: Full-time employees who took unpaid leave in the last 12 months, 2005

Men Women
Average Average

% who took number % who took number 
Type of employment unpaid leave of days unpaid leave of days
Permanent employee 8.7 10.7 11.0 13.8
Employee on a fixed term contract 19.3 17.3 16.3 12.2
Casual employee 55.8 13.7 53.6 12.9
Total 11.9 12.3 13.6 13.4

Note: Population weighted results.



Survey researchers quite often ask people when
they plan to retire—the age at which they will
leave the paid labour force. Most people are able
to give an answer to this question, but do their
answers predict their actual behaviour? Previous
studies have found that unplanned early exits
from the labour force have potentially large effects
on financial well-being in the retirement years,
and that unanticipated events such as health
shocks and job loss can lead to lower than
expected living standards in retirement (Cobb-
Clark and Stillman, 2005). 

In the first HILDA Survey in 2001, men and
women aged 45 and over who were not yet
retired were asked when they plan to retire com-
pletely from the workforce.1 A substantial propor-
tion (21.7% of men and 30.9% of women), said
they did not know when they planned to retire, or
had made no plans about retiring at this stage, and
9.1% of men and 8.1% of women said they did not
intend to ever stop working. Figures 1 and 2 show
the planned retirement ages for men and women
who were over 45 in 2001 and who had not yet
retired from the workforce, and gave an actual
planned retirement age.

As Figure 1 shows, many men gave a rounded fig-
ure (to the nearest five years) as a planned retire-
ment age, 9.3% planned to retire at age 55 (the
superannuation preservation age), 16.9% at age
60, and 25.3% at age 65—the age at which men
become eligible to receive the age pension.2

There were also spikes at five-year intervals for
the planned retirement age of women (Figure 2),
2.2% planned to retire at the age of 50, 13.8% at
age 55, 15.6% at the age of 60 and 12.2% at the
age of 65.3 For women, age pension eligibility age
depends on their date of birth, and ranges from
60.5 years for women born before 1 December
1936 up to 65 for women born on 1 January 1949
or later. 

How many of these people actually retired when
they planned to? Table 1 shows the retirement sta-
tus in 2003 and 2005 of men and women accord-
ing to whether they had reached the planned
retirement age they specified in 2001.4

Almost 60% of the people who answered the
question about planned retirement age in 2001
and were interviewed in 2003 were still below
their planned retirement age in 2003, and 50.3%
were below their planned retirement age in 2005.
Concentrating on those people who had reached
the retirement age they had specified in 2001, it
seems that many act on their plans, but a substan-
tial proportion continue in the labour force for
one or two years more than they had previously
planned. By 2003, 43.4% of men and 29.6% of
women who had reached their planned retirement
age had retired, and by 2005, 86.8% of men and
88.4% of women who were at or over their
planned retirement age were retired. Only 5.5% of
men and 9.9% of women who were below their
planned retirement age in 2003 were retired in
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Do people actually retire when they
plan to?

Figure 1: Planned retirement age, men aged 45 and over in 2001

Note: Population weighted results. 
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that year, but 56% of men and 43.5% of women
who were below the age they had planned to
retire in 2001 were retired by 2005. Of the people
who said they did not know when they planned
to retire, 10.9% of men and 11.5% of women were
retired by 2003, and 65.7% of men and 60.5% of
women had retired by 2005. Similarly, 65% of men
and 61.4% of women who, in 2001, said they did
not intend to retire were retired in 2005. 

In the 2003 HILDA Survey, men and women over
the age of 45 who said they had retired com-
pletely, were asked their main reason for retiring.
Table 2 shows the reasons for retiring, for men
and women who had retired since their interview
in 2001.

For both men and women, the most common rea-
son for retiring was because of ill health. For men
who said in 2001 that they did not know when
they were going to retire, or that they had no
intention of retiring, poor health was the most
common reason for retiring. However, 36.4% of
men who had retired before their planned retire-
ment age said that the main reason for their retire-
ment was job related such as being dismissed or
made redundant. With the exception of women

who had said that they did not intend to retire,
and for whom the most common reasons were
job-related reasons, health was the most common
reason women gave for leaving the labour force.
Furthermore, Table 2 shows that it was much
more common for women than men to report
retiring for family and lifestyle reasons, and the
proportion of men who said they retired for finan-
cial reasons was substantially higher for men than
for women.

Concluding points

When asked at what age they plan to retire from
the labour force, the majority of people give a
rounded figure. For men, the most common
answer to this question is 65—the age at which
men become eligible for the age pension—and
the second most common answer is 60. The
majority of women answer either 55 or 60 when
asked about a planned retirement age.

In 2003, only 43.4% of men and 29.6% of women
who had reached the planned retirement age they
specified in 2001 had actually retired, but by 2005,
almost 90% of men and women who had reached
their planned retirement age were actually retired.
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Figure 2: Planned retirement age, women aged 45 and over in 2001

Note: Population weighted results. 
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Table 1: Proportion of men and women who had retired, by retirement plans in 2001 (%)

Status according to Retired in 2003 Retired in 2005
retirement plans in 2001 Men Women Men Women
Below planned retirement age 5.5 9.9 56.0 43.5
At or over planned retirement age 43.4 29.6 86.8 88.4
Don’t intend to retire *9.9 *13.7 65.0 61.4
Don’t know/no plans 10.9 11.5 65.7 60.5

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.



This suggests that some people may have post-
poned retirement for a year or two. However,
another possible explanation for the mismatch
between actual and intended retirement age in
2003 is the rounding of the answers given in 2001. 

Poor health was the most common reason given
for retiring from the labour force. Just over 30% of
men and women who were retired in 2003 but
were younger than their planned retirement age
said that poor health was the reason they retired.
Of those men who said they did not know when
they were going to retire or they had no intention
to retire in 2001, and who were retired in 2003,
almost 40% said poor health was the reason they
retired.

Endnotes
1 People who were not working at the time of interview

but who said they were not retired were also asked their
planned retirement age.

2 From 1 July 1999, all superannuation contributions
(including member contributions) and superannuation
fund investment earnings, from that date forward, will
be preserved until the member’s preservation age. While
people born before 1 July 1960 will continue to have a
preservation age of 55, the preservation age is being
increased for people born after this date—up to 60 for

people born after 30 June 1964 (Commonwealth of
Australia, 2002).

3 These spikes in planned retirement age at five-year
intervals may be a result of individuals reporting what
they think is their most likely retirement age, rather than
the actual age they intend to retire. Bernheim (1987)
found that ‘when asked to report an expected date of
retirement, an individual will describe the outcome that
he or she considers most likely’.

4 A ‘self reported’ definition of retirement is used. People
aged 45 and over were asked whether they considered
themselves to be completely retired from the workforce.
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Table 2: Main reason for retiring (2003)—people who retired since 2001 (%)

Status according to Financial Job-related Health Family
retirement plans in 2001 reasons reasons reasons and lifestyle Other Total
Men
Below planned retirement age *20.0 36.4 31.7 *6.8 *5.1 100.0
At or over planned retirement age 31.5 25.2 27.0 10.1 *6.2 100.0
Don’t intend to retire *11.9 *22.4 39.3 *0.0 *26.4 100.0
Don’t know/no plans 24.5 24.8 39.8 *6.6 *4.4 100.0
Total 23.6 29.0 33.2 7.0 7.2 100.0
Women
Below planned retirement age *5.9 30.2 31.1 27.0 *5.8 100.0
At or over planned retirement age 20.9 12.3 37.5 27.0 *2.4 100.0
Don’t intend to retire *16.9 41.3 *7.0 28.7 *6.1 100.0
Don’t know/no plans *10.3 25.8 34.2 29.7 *0.0 100.0
Total 10.9 26.6 31.0 28.0 3.5 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.
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In 2005, for the first time, a systematic attempt was
made in the HILDA Survey to measure the main
personality traits found in the ‘normal’ population.
This introduction to the Well-being section of the
Report provides a brief overview of the new mea-
sures, discusses their value for research and pol-
icy, and provides evidence showing associations
between personality traits and outcomes relating
to earnings, wealth, life satisfaction, job satisfac-
tion and health. The new measures are available
in the HILDA 2001–2005 file issued to users.

There is a semi-consensus among psychologists
that five main traits suffice to characterise the pop-
ulation (Goldberg, 1990; Costa and McCrae,
1991).1 The ‘Big Five’ personality traits are extro-
version, neuroticism, openness to experience,
agreeableness and conscientiousness. The HILDA
Survey included a well validated short version of
the Big Five developed by Saucier (1994).

Personality traits may be defined as stable disposi-
tions which regularly affect a person’s thoughts,
feelings and behaviours. For a period in the 1960s
and 1970s, many psychologists (‘situationists’)
doubted whether traits had much predictive value
in explaining behaviours, which appeared to
depend on the exact situation in which they
occurred. However, research based on showing
relationships between traits and aggregated pat-
terns of behaviour, using many observations,
reestablished the concept of personality. It is now
generally agreed that both trait and situational
variables are needed to explain behaviour. A sym-
posium of psychologists held in Honolulu in 1981
took the view that the five traits listed above mer-
ited further inquiry and later research has sub-
stantially confirmed that (Goldberg, 1990). 

A brief description is now given of the five traits.
We also illustrate how they are measured in
Saucier’s (1994) short version of the ‘Big Five’. The
Saucier items used in HILDA are all adjectives.
Respondents are asked to use a 7-point scale to
indicate how accurately each adjective describes
themselves. Point 1 on the scale is labelled ‘does
not describe me at all’ and point 7 is ‘describes me
very well’.

It is convenient to characterise the traits at the
poles or extremes (extroverted versus introverted
etc), but it should be remembered that population

ratings form a normal bell-shaped curve with most
people in the middle of the curve. First, extrover-
sion. Extroverts are energetic and outgoing and
seek gratification in social activities. Introverts
tend to be content with their own company and
thoughts. Adjectives in the Saucier (1994) extro-
version scale include ‘talkative’, ‘lively’ and ‘quiet’
(reversed item).2 Neuroticism means a tendency to
experience negative and turbulent emotions relat-
ing to stress, anxiety and depression. Some marker
adjectives in the Saucier (1994) scale are ‘moody’,
‘temperamental’ and ‘jealous’. The trait openness to
experience relates to being imaginative, curious
and adventurous. Adjectives include ‘deep’, ‘imag-
inative’ and ‘creative’. Agreeableness is closely
related to being cooperative and compassionate
rather than suspicious and anxious. Marker adjec-
tives are ‘sympathetic’, ‘cooperative’ and ‘warm’.
Conscientiousness is related to being persistent in
performing tasks and also to having strong
achievement motivation. Adjectives include ‘sys-
tematic’, ‘efficient’ and ‘sloppy’ (reversed). 

In practice, after conducting factor analyses to see
which items clustered together satisfactorily on the
traits they were supposed to measure, we con-
structed HILDA measures of the five traits, using
just 28 of the 40 items in Saucier (1994).3

Research on the ‘Big Five’ has shown that they all
have a substantial genetic component; twin stud-
ies suggest that heredity accounts for up to 50% of
the variability in individual ratings (Jang, Livesly
and Vemon, 1996). Environmental factors account
for the other 50% and it appears that personality
can change quite a lot in young adulthood. After
about the age of 30, it appears not to change
much (McCrae and Costa, 1990; Roberts, Walton
and Viechtbauer, 2006). 

Prior to inclusion of the Big Five in HILDA two
rather specific traits, namely self-efficacy and
financial risk aversion, had been included in the
Survey. A short self-efficacy scale, widely used in
surveys around the world, was constructed by
Pearlin and Schooler (1978) to measure the extent
to which people feel they can control their own
lives. Individuals who score high on this trait
believe they can substantially control their lives
and that their own decisions make a difference.
Those who score low on this trait believe that their
lives are controlled by powerful others, external
forces or just fate. The trait is also known as inter-
nal locus of control (Rotter, 1966). The Pearlin and
Schooler (1978) measure comprises seven items
asked on a 1–7 ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly
agree’ scale. Typical items were ‘I have little con-
trol over my life’ and ‘I can do just about anything
I want’. 

Well-being
Well-being can be defined in many ways, but most
observers treat it as at least partly a subjective, psycho-
logical concept. Two psychological variables central to the
concept of well-being are ‘life satisfaction’ and ‘stress’.
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Personality traits measured in HILDA:
The ‘Big Five’ 
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Financial risk aversion, a measure taken from the
US Government’s Survey of Consumer Finances
(1998), refers to an unwillingness to take financial
risks versus a willingness to take risks in the 
hope of high returns. It is measured in HILDA by
a single question posing four alternatives ranging
from ‘I take substantial risks expecting to earn
substantial returns’ to ‘I am not willing to take any
financial risks’.4

Self-efficacy and financial risk aversion are both
traits commonly measured in surveys and found to
be related quite strongly to a range of outcomes
(see next section of this article). However, they 
are probably best regarded as more specific traits
than the Big Five, and perhaps help to explain a
narrower range of behaviours. Unlike the Big Five,
there is no evidence (as far as we are aware) that
they are substantially hereditary and stable in
adulthood. Financial risk aversion is not strongly
correlated with any of the Big Five traits, but 
self-efficacy has a moderate negative correlation
(–0.28) with neuroticism.5

Uses of the Big Five traits in research 

The Big Five personality traits have two main uses
in analysing HILDA data; they can be treated as
potential ‘causes’ of social and economic out-
comes. Secondly, they can be used as ‘controls’ in
research which aims, let us say, to assess linkages
between a policy intervention and a desired out-
come (e.g. a drop in unemployment). Logically,
such research requires that other variables which
may affect the outcome should be taken into
account (or ‘controlled’) in order to get an unbi-
ased assessment of the impact of policy. 

In this article, we will illustrate only the first of
these research uses. Because the ‘Big Five’ are
substantially hereditary and quite stable in adult-
hood, it is generally reasonable to regard them as
potential causes of (or as antecedent to) the out-
comes we will be analysing in this article—
outcomes relating to earnings, wealth, satisfactions
and health. For example, it seems likely that per-
sonality affects earnings rather than the other way
round, although reverse causation cannot be com-
pletely ruled out. However, in giving results relat-
ing to locus of control and risk aversion, a causal
assumption that the personality traits mainly affect
outcomes is probably less secure, and we will just
write about associations between these traits and
the outcomes under consideration. 

Relating personality traits to earnings,
wealth, satisfactions and health

Clearly, there are many possible links between
personality and outcomes of interest to policy
makers and social scientists. Here we can only
scratch the surface and give a few results just to
illustrate associations between traits and important
social and economic outcomes. The HILDA sub-
sample aged 30 and over is used because it is after
that age that the Big Five traits are quite stable. 

For convenience of presentation, respondents
have been split into three equal groups—high
scorers, middle scorers and low scorers—on each
personality trait.6

Earnings

First, we consider the relationship between per-
sonality traits and earnings per hour. Previous
research has shown that conscientiousness is pos-
itively related to earnings in all occupations, and
that extroversion—being outgoing and sociable—
appears to increase the earnings of salespeople
(Barrick and Mount, 1991). In the HILDA data
both these results were confirmed and, addition-
ally, it was found that self-efficacy and not being
risk averse were related to earnings.7 Table 1 gives
results separately for prime working age men and
women between 30 and 54.

From Table 1, it can be seen that men and women
who rated high on the trait of conscientiousness
earned somewhat more than men and women
who rated low, and that similar results hold for
self-efficacy. The strongest link, however, is
between not being financially risk averse and
pulling in high earnings, or, to put it the other way
round, it appears that those who take risks earn
more. However, as noted above, it may be that
causation runs at least partly the other way round;
that is, people who already have money then
become more willing to take risks.

Household wealth

Household wealth or net worth (assets minus
debts) was measured in the HILDA Survey in
2002. Preliminary analysis showed that the only
measured personality trait significantly and, in this
case, negatively correlated with net worth was
financial risk aversion. In 2002, households with
reference persons (‘heads’) over the age of 30 who
scored low on risk aversion (i.e. they were willing
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Table 1: Earnings per hour of men and women, by personality groupings, 2005 (means)

Conscientiousness Self-efficacy Risk aversion
Trait group Men Women Men Women Men Women
Low 25.4 22.7 24.1 21.2 32.0 28.5
Medium 25.7 23.5 27.1 24.0 28.7 27.7
High 28.4 25.0 27.5 26.5 23.0 20.7

Note: Population weighted results.



to take risks) had an average (mean) net worth of
$700,000; those who were in the middle group for
risk aversion had an average net worth of
$622,000; while those in the highly risk averse
group averaged only $340,000.8 Again, a caveat
must be entered about the directions of causation
involved—being wealthy may make one less risk
averse, as well as the other way round.

Life satisfaction and job satisfaction

Life satisfaction and job satisfaction are both mea-
sured in HILDA on scales that run from 0 to 10,
where 0 means ‘completely dissatisfied’ and 10
means ‘completely satisfied’. The personality traits
significantly related to life satisfaction were 
self-efficacy, neuroticism, extroversion and agree-
ableness.9 Table 2 reports the mean satisfaction
scores in 2005 of low, medium and high scorers
on these traits. 

The two traits most strongly related to life satis-
faction appear to be self-efficacy and neuroticism;
a result reported in previous research (Headey
and Wearing, 1992; Diener et al., 1999). Self-
efficacy is positively associated with satisfaction,
neuroticism negatively. As noted above, these two
traits are themselves moderately correlated.
Relatively extroverted individuals tend to be more
satisfied with life than introverts, although the
relationship is only moderate. The same can be
said of the relationship between agreeableness
(cooperativeness) and life satisfaction. Again,
these results replicate earlier work (Diener et al.,
1999; Argyle, 2001). There was no significant rela-
tionship between the traits of conscientiousness or

openness to experience and life satisfaction. Nor
were results significantly different for men and
women.

The same traits were significantly associated with
job satisfaction, but with the addition of conscien-
tiousness. Table 3 gives results for 2005. 

As with life satisfaction, the two traits most
strongly related to job satisfaction were self-
efficacy—a sense that one can control one’s own
life and decisions—and neuroticism. Extroversion,
agreeableness (cooperativeness) and conscien-
tiousness were all more moderately linked to job
satisfaction. These findings all replicate previous
research, although the link with extroversion is
not always found and may just apply to people
whose jobs require a lot of teamwork or interac-
tion with clients (Barrick and Mount, 1991). 

General health 

General health is measured in the HILDA Survey,
using the SF–36 scale (Ware, Snow and Kosinski,
2000). The SF–36 is widely used internationally
and has been validated as an instrument which lay
people can use to describe their own health.
Scores on the scale are standardised to run from 0
(poor health) to 100 (good health). 

The personality traits of self-efficacy and neuroti-
cism are also quite strongly statistically associated
with measures of self-reported health. Table 4
shows these and other links with personality traits.

It has been questioned whether the strong link
between neuroticism and self-reported health is
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Table 2: Ratings on life satisfaction by personality groupings, 2005 (means)

Trait group Self-efficacy Neuroticism Extroversion Agreeableness
Low 7.4 8.4 7.6 7.6
Medium 7.9 7.8 7.9 7.9
High 8.5 7.4 8.2 8.3

Note: Population weighted results.

Table 3: Ratings on job satisfaction by personality groupings, 2005 (means)

Trait group Self-efficacy Neuroticism Extroversion Agreeableness Conscientiousness
Low 7.3 8.0 7.5 7.4 7.4
Medium 7.7 7.7 7.7 7.7 7.7
High 8.1 7.4 7.9 8.0 8.0

Note: Population weighted results.

Table 4: Ratings on the SF–36 general health scale by personality groupings, 2005 (means)

Trait group Self-efficacy Neuroticism Extroversion Conscientiousness
Low 57.7 72.1 62.2 56.8
Medium 68.2 66.5 66.7 70.6
High 76.4 60.8 72.2 57.7

Note: Population weighted results.
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genuine, or whether it is just the case that indi-
viduals who rate high on neuroticism have a
greater tendency than others to complain about
their health. It seems likely that ‘plaintiveness’
does affect results but that more emotionally
unstable people do also have worse health
(Friedman, 2000).10 The relationship between con-
scientiousness and health, as shown in Table 4,
appears to be curvilinear, such that individuals
who are in the middle group for conscientiousness
report being healthier than those who are in either
the low and high groups. This result may well not
replicate, since previous research has generally
found a straightforward linear relationship (Bogg
and Roberts, 2004). 

Discussion

The purpose of this article has been to introduce
the Big Five personality trait measures, which
were included in the HILDA Survey for the first
time in 2005. Plainly the evidence here just gives
a few illustrations of the uses of the new data. It
is hoped that researchers in government and
academia will use the trait measures both to
account for social and economic outcomes and
also as ‘controls’ in work focusing on linkages
between policy and outcomes. 

Endnotes
1 No attempt is made to measure psychoses (e.g.

schizophrenia and bipolar disorder) found in small per-
centages of the population. However, Big Five traits do
in fact correlate substantially with psychotic diagnoses
(Saulsman and Page, 2004). 

2 ‘Quiet’ is described as a reversed item because someone
describing themselves in this way is taken to be indicat-
ing that they fall towards the introverted rather than the
extroverted end of the scale.

3 Originally, the Saucier (1994) scale comprised 40 adjec-
tives. These were reduced to 36 after a HILDA pilot
study in Melbourne and Sydney. Then, following factor
analyses and reliability analyses, 8 more items were
excluded. In the end, six items were used for each of
extroversion, neuroticism, openness and conscientious-
ness. The agreeableness scale contains just four items.
The Cronbach alphas of reliability were 0.74 for
extraversion and openness, 0.78 for agreeableness and
conscientiousness, and 0.81 for neuroticism.

4 There is a fifth option for people who do not have the
possibility of taking financial risks: ‘I never have any
spare cash’.

5 Its least weak correlation is 0.12 with openness to expe-
rience.

6 The groups have equal numbers for all traits except
financial risk aversion. This scale was split into those
who took (i) ‘substantial risks’ or ‘above average risks’
(ii) ‘average risks’ and (iii) no risks. The first group
included only about 10% of respondents, while the
other two groups included about 45% each. 

7 Regression analysis showed that conscientiousness, self-
efficacy and risk aversion were all significantly related to
earnings (at the 0.01 level or better), controlling for 

gender, age and age squared. Neuroticism, which had a
significant bivariate negative correlation with earnings,
was not significant in the regression. Nor were extro-
version, agreeableness and openness. 

8 Because wealth (net worth) is measured at the house-
hold level, it made sense to relate it to the personality
traits of the household reference person rather than the
traits of all individuals.

9 Again, the approach adopted in determining which traits
significantly affected life satisfaction (and also job satis-
faction) was to regress the outcome variable on person-
ality traits, controlling for gender, age and age squared. 

10 In view of the moderate correlation between neuroti-
cism and self-efficacy, it is possible that the apparent
relationship between efficacy and health is also contam-
inated by a tendency by low scorers on the trait to com-
plain.
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Life satisfaction and satisfaction
with many specific aspects of life:
2001–2005
This article focuses on overall life satisfaction and
a wide range of specific aspects of life including
the one which, for many, has the greatest impact
on life satisfaction—namely satisfaction with one’s
main relationship. 

Overall life satisfaction 

Each year HILDA respondents are asked, ‘All
things considered, how satisfied are you with your
life?’ The response scale runs from 0 to 10, where
0 means ‘completely dissatisfied’ and 10 means
‘completely satisfied’. The question is asked in the
context of a battery of items asking about satisfac-
tion with different aspects of life. Table 1 reports
on the overall life satisfaction of Australians—men
and women in different age groups in 2001–2005.1

It is clear that, for the population as a whole, life
satisfaction has been unchanged over the last five
years, with average levels remaining at about eight
on the 0–10 scale. Men and women in the 35 to 44
age group had the lowest average life satisfaction
(about 7.7 out of 10), while older people reported
the highest levels, with an average of around 8.5
each year. It is clear, as previous research has
shown, that retirement years are very satisfying for
many, at least while health holds up (Headey and
Wearing, 1992).

In general, in Australia, but not in most countries,
women report slightly higher levels of life satis-
faction than men. The differences in Table 1 are
generally not statistically significant, but the result
has been confirmed in many different data sets
(Headey and Wearing, 1992; Cummins, 1999).

Aspects of life satisfaction

As well as being asked about overall life satisfac-
tion, respondents were asked to rate other aspects
of their life, such as satisfaction with the home
they live in, their financial situation and their

employment opportunities. Table 2 gives results
just for 2001 and 2005, there being little change in
satisfaction levels in this period.

The aspects of life people felt most satisfied with
were the ‘local’ ones: their own homes, their
neighbourhood and how safe they felt. However,
slightly contradicting this last result, satisfaction
was relatively low with ‘feeling part of your local
community’. The aspects which occasioned least
satisfaction were ‘your financial situation’ and ‘the
amount of free time you have’ (although average
scores were still over five on the 0–10 scale).

Average scores for most aspects of life scarcely
changed in 2001–2005. The largest change in fact
was in levels of satisfaction with ‘your financial sit-
uation’, which increased from an average of 6.1 in
2001 to 6.4 in 2005. 

Does low satisfaction persist?

If people are dissatisfied with things like their
home, their community, their financial situation,
or life in general, does the dissatisfaction persist
for several years, or are problems usually solved
within a year or two? Table 3 addresses this issue.
‘Low satisfaction’ is defined here as a score under
five on the 0–10 satisfaction scale.

The proportion reporting levels of life satisfaction
of less than 5 out of 10 in any one year was only
around 3%, and the proportion who reported low
levels of life satisfaction in five consecutive years
was just 0.2%. 8.9% of those interviewed in all
years did not report a life satisfaction level under
5 in any interview. 

So, in general, the HILDA data indicate that low lev-
els of life satisfaction very rarely persist for several
years. This also appears to be true of some specific
aspects of life. Table 3 shows that problems caus-
ing dissatisfaction with ‘the home you live in’, ‘your
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neighbourhood’, and ‘how safe you feel’ rarely per-
sist, with only 0.2% of respondents reporting dis-
satisfaction with these things in all five years. 

On the other hand, problems relating to dissatis-
faction with ‘your financial situation’, ‘feeling part
of the local community’ and ‘the amount of free
time you have’ seem to be somewhat more
intractable—41.3% of respondents reported dissat-
isfaction with their financial situation in at least
one of five years, and 3.7% were dissatisfied in all
five years; 35.3% were dissatisfied with the extent

to which they felt part of the local community in
at least one of these years and 1.7% were dissatis-
fied every year. Lack of free time was also an
ongoing problem for some people—46.8%
reported dissatisfaction in at least one year and
3.2% did so every year. 

Satisfaction with one’s main relationship

Respondents were asked to rate their satisfaction
with their relationship with their partner on the
same 0 to 10 scale (Table 4). Most people reported
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Table 2: Aspects of life satisfaction (means)

2001 2005
Satisfaction with … Men Women Total Men Women Total
The home in which you live 8.0 8.1 8.1 7.9 7.9 7.9
Employment opportunities 6.7 6.6 6.7 7.1 6.9 7.0
Your financial situation 6.1 6.2 6.1 6.4 6.4 6.4
How safe you feel 8.0 7.8 7.9 8.1 8.0 8.0
Feeling part of local community 6.6 6.7 6.6 6.7 6.8 6.7
Your health 7.4 7.4 7.4 7.3 7.2 7.3
Your neighbourhood 8.0 8.1 8.0 7.9 7.9 7.9
The amount of free time you have 6.7 6.7 6.7 6.8 6.7 6.7

Note: Population weighted results.

Table 1: Life satisfaction by age, 2001–2005 (means) 

Age group 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
Men
15–19 8.2 8.1 8.3 8.3 8.2
20–24 7.9 7.7 7.9 7.7 7.7
25–34 7.6 7.7 7.8 7.7 7.6
35–44 7.5 7.5 7.6 7.6 7.5
45–54 7.8 7.7 7.7 7.7 7.7
55–64 8.0 7.9 8.0 7.9 8.0
65+ 8.5 8.4 8.4 8.4 8.3
Total 7.9 7.8 8.0 7.9 7.8
Women
15–19 8.1 8.2 8.2 8.1 8.0
20–24 7.9 7.7 7.8 7.8 7.9
25–34 7.8 7.7 7.9 7.9 7.7
35–44 7.8 7.7 7.7 7.9 7.7
45–54 8.0 7.8 7.9 7.8 7.8
55–64 8.1 8.1 8.0 8.1 8.1
65+ 8.5 8.3 8.6 8.4 8.4
Total 8.0 7.9 8.1 8.0 7.9
All
15–19 8.2 8.1 8.3 8.2 8.1
20–24 7.8 7.8 7.9 7.8 7.8
25–34 7.7 7.7 7.8 7.8 7.7
35–44 7.7 7.6 7.7 7.7 7.6
45–54 7.9 7.7 7.8 7.7 7.7
55–64 8.1 8.0 8.0 8.0 8.0
65+ 8.5 8.3 8.5 8.4 8.3
Total 8.0 7.9 8.0 7.9 7.9

Note: Population weighted results.



high levels of satisfaction with their relationship,
with at least 75% each year rating it eight or 
higher on the scale. Generally speaking, although
not in the youngest age groups in 2005, men are
more satisfied with their partners than the other
way round. In the 35–44, 45–54 and especially
55–64 age groups, the differences are quite
marked. 

Relationship satisfaction does not follow a linear
pattern through life. Leaving out people aged
under 25, who in many cases would not have a
settled partnership, relationship satisfaction is rel-
atively high among men and women aged under
35, lowest among those aged between 35 and 54,
and highest among men and women aged 65 and
over. In other words, it seems to be lowest in the
main child-rearing years, and highest after chil-
dren have left home. It would clearly also be the
case that many unsatisfactory marriages have split
up by the time people are older, leaving mainly
satisfactory relationships of the kind recorded by
older age groups in Table 4. 

For reasons unclear, there was a small decline in
average satisfaction with relationships in
2001–2005. In 2001, the average rating given by
respondents was 8.5. The level fell gradually each
year and had fallen to 8.2 by 2005. The decline
was greatest in the older age groups from 45
upwards. 

Impact of children on satisfaction with main
relationship

Table 5 explores the impact of children on rela-
tionships in a little more detail. The evidence
shows that partners with no children under 15 
in their household report the highest levels of 
relationship satisfaction. Women with children
between 5 and 14 years old reported the lowest
levels of satisfaction, although average scores 
are still around 7.5–8.0 out of 10. To repeat 
and extend an earlier finding, relationship satis-
faction declined in 2001–2005 among parents with
children of all ages, and among partners with no
children. 
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Table 3: Years of low satisfaction with overall life satisfaction and specific aspects of life (%)

Years of low life satisfaction 2001–2005
0 years 1 year 2 years 3 years 4 years 5 years Total

Men
Overall life satisfaction 90.5 5.7 2.2 1.1 0.4 0.2 100.0
The home you live in 83.5 10.8 3.4 1.5 0.6 0.2 100.0
Employment opportunities 69.5 14.3 7.4 4.2 2.8 1.6 100.0
Your financial situation 59.1 16.0 9.5 6.8 4.5 4.0 100.0
How safe you feel 87.8 8.2 2.3 1.0 0.4 0.3 100.0
Feeling part of local community 63.1 17.6 9.3 5.2 2.9 1.9 100.0
Your health 79.4 9.4 4.2 2.9 2.3 1.8 100.0
Your neighbourhood 86.7 8.8 2.7 0.9 0.6 0.2 100.0
The amount of free time you have 54.8 19.2 10.7 7.8 4.7 2.9 100.0
Women
Overall life satisfaction 91.7 5.3 1.9 0.7 0.3 0.1 100.0
The home you live in 82.0 11.4 4.2 1.7 0.6 0.1 100.0
Employment opportunities 67.0 16.0 7.5 5.2 2.4 2.0 100.0
Your financial situation 58.3 16.6 9.6 7.0 5.2 3.3 100.0
How safe you feel 83.6 11.0 3.3 1.3 0.6 0.2 100.0
Feeling part of local community 66.2 16.7 8.1 4.6 2.9 2.5 100.0
Your health 77.9 10.6 4.9 2.5 2.2 1.9 100.0
Your neighbourhood 85.5 9.1 3.2 1.3 0.8 0.1 100.0
The amount of free time you have 51.8 18.9 11.9 8.3 5.3 3.6 100.0
All
Overall life satisfaction 91.1 5.5 2.0 0.9 0.3 0.2 100.0
The home you live in 82.7 11.1 3.8 1.6 0.6 0.2 100.0
Employment opportunities 68.3 15.1 7.5 4.7 2.6 1.8 100.0
Your financial situation 58.7 16.3 9.6 6.9 4.9 3.7 100.0
How safe you feel 85.6 9.7 2.8 1.2 0.5 0.2 100.0
Feeling part of local community 64.7 17.1 8.7 4.9 2.9 1.7 100.0
Your health 78.6 10.0 4.6 2.7 2.2 1.9 100.0
Your neighbourhood 86.1 9.0 2.9 1.1 0.7 0.2 100.0
The amount of free time you have 53.2 19.0 11.3 8.1 5.1 3.2 100.0

Note: Population weighted results.
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Relationship satisfaction related to length of
time together 

Finally, Table 6 shows the link between how long
people have been together and their level of sat-
isfaction with their relationship. The duration of
relationships is calculated from the time couples
started living together, so for married people, it is
the time they lived together before marriage, plus
the duration of the marriage. 

It is clear that relationships which have very
recently started are not felt to be as satisfying as
well established relationships. The two periods of
greatest satisfaction appear to be when a partner-
ship has been going for between one and four
years, and then again if it lasts for twenty years or
more. However, with the current data it is not pos-
sible to determine the extent to which the link
between the duration of relationships and satis-
faction is due to people becoming closer as time
passes, or due to unsatisfactory relationships end-
ing and, in general, being replaced by more satis-
factory ones. Both factors may be at work. What
can be said is that relationship satisfaction is low-
est for people who have lived together for less
than a year. It is reported as highest for men who
have lived with their spouses/partners for twenty
years or more. 
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Table 4: Satisfaction with relationship with partner by gender and age (means)

2001 2005
Age group Men Women Total Men Women Total
15–19 8.5 8.0 8.2 7.9 8.0 8.0
20–24 8.4 8.4 8.4 8.1 8.3 8.2
25–34 8.5 8.4 8.4 8.2 8.1 8.1
35–44 8.3 8.1 8.2 7.9 7.7 7.8
45–54 8.5 8.3 8.4 8.1 7.9 8.0
55–64 9.0 8.6 8.8 8.8 8.3 8.5
65+ 9.2 9.1 9.2 8.9 8.6 8.8
Total 8.6 8.4 8.5 8.3 8.1 8.2

Note: Population weighted results.

Table 5: Relationship satisfaction by age of youngest child (means)

Age of youngest 2001 2005
child in the household Men Women Total Men Women Total
Less than 5 years 8.1 8.3 8.5 8.2 7.9 8.1
5–9 years 8.0 8.2 8.4 7.9 7.6 7.7
10–14 years 8.0 8.2 8.4 8.1 7.7 7.8
No children under 15 8.6 8.7 8.7 8.4 8.3 8.3
Total 8.4 8.5 8.6 7.8 7.9 7.9

Note: Population weighted results.

Table 6: Relationship satisfaction by time living with 
partner/spouse (means)

Duration of current 
relationship Men Women Total 
Less than 1 year 7.5 7.4 7.5
1–4 years 8.6 8.6 8.6
5–9 years 8.4 8.2 8.3
10–19 years 8.1 8.0 8.0
20+ years 8.7 8.2 8.5
Total 8.3 8.1 8.2

Note: Population weighted results.

Endnote
1 The age groups are generally in cohorts of ten years, but

the group aged 15–24 was split into 15–19 and 20–24
because the former sub-group was generally more satis-
fied than the latter. 

References

Cummins, R.A.,1999, Bibliography on Quality of Life
and Cognate Areas of Study, 5th edition, Deakin
University School of Psychology, Melbourne.

Headey, B.W. and Wearing, A.J., 1992,
Understanding Happiness: A Theory of Subjective
Well-being, Longman Cheshire, Melbourne.



The aim of this article is to describe the satisfac-
tions and dissatisfactions of first generation immi-
grants to Australia. The article looks at different
aspects of immigrants’ lives in this country: their
financial situation, jobs, marriages/main partner-
ships and life-as-a-whole. 

It is a platitude to say that most immigrants come
to Australia to ‘get ahead’ and improve their own
lives and those of their children. But presumably
it takes some time to adapt to life in this country.
It would be surprising if most immigrants did not
go through periods when they found many
aspects of life difficult. It is known that financially
most immigrant families eventually do well; by the
second generation most immigrant groups—classi-
fied according to country of origin—have higher
incomes and also higher homeownership rates
than Australian born people. So most immigrants
certainly ‘get ahead’ in a material sense. But what
about their satisfactions and dissatisfactions? How
long does it take before they have the same levels
of satisfaction as the Australian born population?
Do they ever catch up? What about the second
generation?

The initial HILDA sample in 2001 included 3,556
individuals who were born overseas. Of these,
1,525 were from what are commonly described as
the main English-speaking countries (10.9% of the
total sample), while 2,031 (14.5% of the sample)
were born in non English-speaking countries
(NESB). It should be recorded that, in this as in
most other respects, the HILDA sample appears to
be an accurate cross-section of the population
(Watson and Wooden, 2004).

Since 2001, almost 500 more immigrants have
joined the panel, more than half of whom come
from NESB backgrounds. As noted in the
Introduction to this Report, new panel members
are either individuals in existing panel households
who turn fifteen, and so become eligible on the
basis of age, or they are individuals who join by

starting to live with an existing panel member,
either by moving into his/her household or setting
up a new household. 

Immigrant numbers in the HILDA sample are large
enough to yield statistically reliable results when
we compare English-speaking and NESB immi-
grants with each other and with the Australian
born population. But numbers are generally not
adequate to give results for immigrants from spe-
cific countries, at least when the key relationship
is between time since arrival in Australia and sat-
isfaction levels. This holds true despite the fact
that there over a hundred HILDA panel members
from each of seven countries (in addition to
Australia): the UK, New Zealand, Germany, the
Netherlands, Italy, China and Vietnam. The prob-
lem is that most immigrants from each of these
countries, except the UK and New Zealand, were
either early arrivals, or late arrivals. For example,
most German and Dutch immigrants were early
arrivals, while nearly all Vietnamese were rela-
tively recent arrivals. 

Life satisfaction

Table 1 compares the average (mean) life satisfac-
tion ratings of Australian born men and women,
men and women from the main English-speaking
countries, and men and women from NESB back-
grounds. As explained in previous articles, satis-
faction is measured on a 0–10 scale on which 0
means ‘completely dissatisfied’ and 10 means
‘completely satisfied’. For the two immigrant
groups an indication is given of whether their sat-
isfaction levels are significantly different from
Australian levels. Two asterisks (**) means a dif-
ference was found that was statistically significant
at the 0.01 level (less than one chance in a hun-
dred that the sample result would not also be
found in the total population). If no indication is
given, it means that any difference between the
group in question and the immigrant group was
not statistically significant even at the 0.05 level
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Satisfactions and dissatisfactions 
of immigrants with aspects of 
their lives in Australia

Table 1: Life satisfaction: Comparing the Australian born with immigrants born in English-speaking and non English-
speaking countries, 2005 (means)

Born in English- Born in non English- 
Australian born speaking country speaking country

Men 7.9 7.9 7.6**
Women 8.0 8.0 7.7**
Total 7.9 8.0 7.7**

Notes: Population weighted results. ** The difference between the group in question and the Australian born population was significant at
the 0.01 level.
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(more than 5% chance that the sample result
would not be found in the total population).

The evidence here shows that, while immigrants
from English-speaking backgrounds have much
the same levels of life satisfaction as Australian
born people—if anything slightly higher, although
differences are not significant, NESB immigrants
rate significantly lower. 

So let us focus on NESB immigrants. A reasonable
hypothesis is that the longer they remain in
Australia, the closer their life satisfaction reaches
Australian born levels. Preliminary inspection of
the evidence indicated that, although this general-
isation is very crudely true, the relationship is
really more complicated and is, in fact, non-linear.
In the first few years after arrival, immigrants
report life satisfaction levels which are not signifi-
cantly lower than those of Australian born people.
However, satisfaction then deteriorates and
remains at a lower level for some years before
eventually equalling or at least coming close to the
levels of the native born. 

Table 2 summarises the evidence. Note that the
decision to divide immigrants into those who had
been here for less than five years, those here five
to nineteen years, and those here twenty years or
more, was made after reviewing detailed year by
year evidence which indicated when the turning
points occurred. 

The fascinating result shown in Table 2 is that at
first—in their first four years or so in this coun-
try—immigrants apparently feel just about as sat-
isfied with life as Australian born people. Then for
a long period, from year 5 to about year 19, they
are significantly less satisfied. Finally, after twenty
years or more, they are on average just about as
satisfied as the Australian born. 

In order to further assess these findings, several
multivariate regression analyses were undertaken.
The aim was to assess whether length of time in
Australia was the likely cause of changes in life
satisfaction, or whether the changes could perhaps
have been due to other variables which are asso-
ciated with life satisfaction, and which might also
conceivably have been associated with length of
residence in Australia. First, a regression equation
was run which showed that the non-linear rela-
tionship shown in Table 2 held true, when we also
took account of (or ‘controlled for’) the possible
effects of gender, age and its quadratic, and mari-
tal status (see Table A1). These variables, it is rea-
sonable to suppose, may all influence life satisfac-
tion independently of the effects of length of res-
idence in Australia. 

A second equation was then run, which included
additional variables which might be partly conse-
quences of being an immigrant. These variables
were net worth (assets minus debts), household
income, homeownership status (homeowner or
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Table 2: Life satisfaction of immigrants in 2005, by 
length of time in Australia, compared with Australian 
born people (means) 

Men Women All
Australian born 7.9 8.0 7.9
Immigrants in Australia for …
0–4 years 7.9 8.0 8.0
5–19 years 7.4** 7.4** 7.4**
20 years or more 7.9 7.9 7.9

Notes: Population weighted results. ** The difference between the
group in question and the Australian born population was significant
at the 0.01 level.

not), disability status (whether suffering from a
long-term disability or not) and self-assessed com-
petence in the English language. Arguably, these
variables should not be included in analyses
intended to assess the effects of length of resi-
dence in Australia on life satisfaction, because if
they are mainly consequences of being an immi-
grant, their inclusion would wrongly lead us to
underestimate the effects of immigrant status.
Regardless of these issues, however, it transpired
that length of time in Australia remained a key fac-
tor in accounting for differences in life satisfaction
(Table A1). However, it is also important to con-
sider the possibility that people who arrived in
Australia twenty years ago left very different cir-
cumstances in their home countries, or arrived to
very different circumstances in Australia, com-
pared with those who arrived in the last four years
and this difference may contribute substantially to
differences in satisfaction levels.1

More detailed and sophisticated analysis confirmed
that, for the first four years or so, NESB immigrants
appear to be quite satisfied with life. Then, for
about fifteen years their life satisfaction is lower
than experienced by Australian born people, and
after that they ‘catch up’ and remain at about the
same level as the Australian born. The analysis also
showed that, over and above all other factors,
competence in English substantially affected life
satisfaction.2 Those who felt that they spoke
English ‘not well’ or ‘not at all’ were substantially
less satisfied than those who felt competent. 

It is fascinating to speculate about the reasons for
the non-linear relationship between time spent in
Australia and life satisfaction. It is likely that immi-
grants arrive feeling optimistic about their new life
and with a tendency to contrast favourable aspects
of Australia with negative features of life in their
home country. Then, as the years pass, memories
of the home country may fade a bit, and problems
of adapting to life in this country may prove quite
intractable. It seems likely that many NESB immi-
grants find it hard or impossible to get their
English up to the standard of the native born and
this restricts their job opportunities. Some may find
it hard to meet a partner in Australia, and others



may feel—rightly or wrongly—that they suffer
some discrimination in the job market or in other
areas of life. Eventually, but only after twenty
years or so, complete adaptation occurs and satis-
faction with life plateaus at about the level expe-
rienced by native born Australians.

A piece of evidence which tends to confirm the
importance of English competence is that second
generation immigrants, who are represented in
good numbers in the HILDA Survey, and who
report no English deficits, have levels of life satis-
faction that are indistinguishable from the native
born.3 It also needs to be noted, however, that
they have levels of income and wealth which are
comparable to, or even a bit higher than
Australian born people, so there are a number of
factors at work, making it hard to be sure which
factors crucially affect satisfaction. 

Longitudinal evidence—immigrant life is
more ‘up and down’

So far the evidence of life satisfaction differences
between NESB immigrants and Australian born
people has been cross-sectional—all relating to
the year 2005. There are also quite important dif-
ferences in patterns of life satisfaction over time.
For immigrants life is more ‘up and down’. Their
levels of life satisfaction vary more from year to
year than is the case for Australians. This variabil-
ity was measured simply by subtracting the differ-
ence between each individual’s lowest level of life
satisfaction in 2001–2005 from his/her highest
level. The difference is a straightforward measure
of variability; the extent to which life may be said
to ‘up and down’, rather than on a more or less
even keel. It transpired that for NESB men and
women, life satisfaction was more variable than
for Australian born men and women; differences
were statistically significant at the 0.01 level. 

Satisfaction with finances, jobs and 
marriages/partnerships 

We now consider the satisfaction levels of NESB
immigrants with other domains of life: finances,
jobs and marriage/partnerships. Only in the
domain of marriage/partnerships is the link
between length of time in Australia and satisfaction
exactly the same as for life satisfaction. That is, sat-
isfaction with one’s partner is at a high level in the
first few years after arrival in Australia, then there
is a decline in the intermediate years (approxi-
mately years 5–19), followed by an increase after
roughly twenty years. In fact, in those first few
years, immigrant men and women—especially the
women—report significantly higher levels of mar-
riage/partnership satisfaction than Australian born
people. The decline in satisfaction in the middle
years is to a lower average level than reported by
the Australian born, and the level reported after
twenty or more years is exactly the same as that of
the rest of the community. 

In hindsight, one can perhaps gain some under-
standing of this pattern by thinking of a young
couple arriving in Australia and initially being very
supportive and loyal to each other as they try to
make a better life together. Then, perhaps, prob-
lems keep occurring and the marriage/partnership
shows signs of wear and tear. Later on, as life in
Australia improves in most respects for the couple,
marriage satisfaction also significantly improves.

The patterns of change for ‘satisfaction with your
financial situation’ and for job satisfaction follow a
different course. In both these domains, satisfac-
tion is a little below average Australian levels for
the first twenty years or so after arrival. There is
no decline between early and intermediate years.
Then after about twenty years, satisfaction sta-
bilises at the average community level.
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Table A1: Labour force status and hourly rates in 2004 of men in their thirties and forties, by status and hourly rate 
in 2001: Ordered probit analysis

Dependent variable: Dependent variable: 
Explanatory variables Life satisfaction (0–10) Life satisfaction (0–10)
Immigrant years since arrival (0–4)a 0.11 0.27
Immigrant years since arrival (5–19)a –0.24** –0.26**
Immigrant years since arrival (20+)a –0.05 –0.04
English not good (0–1) –0.90** –0.76**
Female 0.12** 0.12**
Age –0.07** –0.07**
Age squared (/10) 0.01** –0.01**
Partnered (0–1) 0.49** 0.38**
Equivalised income (/1,000) – 0.02**
Household net worth (/10,000) – 0.00**
Homeowner (0–1) – 0.24**
Health disability (0–1) – –0.54**
Adjusted R squared (%) 5.2 9.2
N 12,579 11,266

Notes: a Reference group: Australian born individuals who score zero for the variable ‘immigrant years since arrival’. ** Significant at the 0.01 level.
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Discussion

Plainly this article only scratches the surface of immi-
grant experience. Nevertheless, it has shown fasci-
nating patterns of change linking length of time in
Australia to changing life satisfaction and domain sat-
isfactions. Much more research could and should be
done on immigrant satisfactions and stresses; subjec-
tive as well as relatively objective aspects of life expe-
rience. It is expected that in the fairly near future, the
HILDA panel will be boosted by a new sample of
recent arrivals. When these data become available, it
will be feasible to analyse the experiences of immi-
grant groups in more detail, and to assess whether
patterns of change are much the same for all NESB
groups, or perhaps differ substantially for people
from differing ethnic and language backgrounds.

Appendix

The first equation in Table A1 shows the effects on
life satisfaction of ‘immigrant years since arrival’ and
not speaking English well, controlling only for those
variables which might reasonably be expected to
affect satisfaction independently of immigrant status.
The second equation adds variables which might be
partly consequences of being an immigrant, and
which arguably should therefore not be controlled
(Table A1). These are household income, house-
hold wealth, homeownership and health disability. 

The key results are that length of time since arrival
in Australia and inability to speak English well are
shown to be key determinants of life satisfaction,
even if one chooses to control for variables which
might well be consequences of being an immigrant.
The non-linear relationship between life satisfaction
and time since arrival is of particular interest.

Endnotes

1 It is also important to note the possibility of selection
bias for the group of immigrants who arrived in Australia
in the last four years, as they would have only become
a part of the HILDA Survey by joining a household that
was already part of the survey.

2 Income, wealth (net worth), home ownership status and
disability status were also all significantly related to life
satisfaction.

3 In 2005, there were 864 panel members who reported
being the sons or daughters of immigrant fathers and
mothers.
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Who lacks adequate social capital
and how persistent is the problem?
Evidence for 2001–2005
An increasingly common view in both government
and the social sciences is that social capital is a vital
resource which needs to be assessed along with
human capital (education, cognitive skills, work
experience) and financial capital (assets, debts) in
considering the adequacy of the capabilities and
skills which individuals have or lack for living and
working effectively in a modern society and econ-
omy. Harvard University political scientist, Robert
D. Putnam, has done much to alert governments
and social scientists to the importance of social cap-
ital (Putnam, 2000). In Australia, the Centre for
Mental Health Research at the Australian National
University has raised awareness of the benefits of
adequate social capital and social networks
(Henderson, Byrne and Duncan-Jones, 1981).

Most measures of social capital are essentially mea-
sures of social networks, although measures of
neighbourhood quality and safety are sometimes
also included. One’s social networks range from
intimate attachments to spouse and family, through
friendship and social support networks, to
acquaintances (including neighbours) whom one
may be able to rely on for relatively minor assis-

tance like borrowing household items and keeping
an eye on the house while one is away on holiday
(Henderson, Byrne and Duncan-Jones, 1981). 

In this article, the focus is on analysing deficits in
social capital, on assessing what proportion of the
community, and of specific groups, appear to lack
adequate social capital. 

The HILDA Survey assesses social capital with two
main sets of measures intended to capture differ-
ent aspects of the concept. The first set of mea-
sures—‘lives alone (and no partner)’, ‘not satisfied
with partner’, and ‘not satisfied with other rela-
tives’—are intended to measure the availability or
lack of availability of close, intimate and live-in
relationships. The second set of measures—the
social networks index—assess availability of
friendship and social support.1

Availability of close/intimate and live-in 
relationships

The ‘lives alone’ (and no partner) measure is
intended to identify individuals who appear to be
at risk of lacking an intimate relationship because



they live on their own and do not have a (non co-
residential) partner. The ‘not satisfied with partner’
measure is based on a question asking ‘How sat-
isfied are you with your relationship with your
partner?’ This question was put to all married and
partnered respondents and was answered on a 0
to 10 scale where 0 meant ‘completely dissatisfied’
and 10 meant ‘completely satisfied’. Respondents
who answered 5 or less on the scale were classi-
fied as ‘not satisfied’. The index measuring ‘not
satisfied with other relatives’ is based on
responses to seven other questions, all on the
same 0 to 10 scale, about satisfaction with rela-
tionships with children, parents etc. Like the pre-
vious measure, this one is split so that those
whose average rating on the seven questions was
5 or less are recorded as ‘not satisfied’. 

Table 1 gives results for the total population, then
separately for men and women. Results are also
given for a number of groups who, it was thought,
might perhaps be at higher than average risk of
lacking close relationships. These groups were the
elderly (aged 65 and over), lone mothers, single
(and never married) individuals, separated and
divorced people, people with a disability,2 and those
born in non English-speaking (NESB) countries.

In 2005, 10.1% of the population were both living
alone and had no current partner. Another 10.8%
were dissatisfied with their partner. These two
groups of people appear most at risk of lacking
adequate close relationships. It is important to
acknowledge, however, that the HILDA measures
are just indicators and that it is certainly possible
that some of the apparently ‘at risk’ individuals, if
directly asked, might have reported that they had
one or more close relationships and that these
were enough to meet their emotional needs.

The evidence about lack of satisfaction with ‘other
relatives’ (parents, children etc) may be regarded
as being of particular importance for those groups
in the community who live alone, or are unpart-
nered, or both. Five groups stand out in this
regard: the elderly, lone mothers, singles,3 sepa-
rated or divorced individuals and disabled people.
The results in Table 1 indicate that, among these
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Table 1: Availability of close, intimate and live-in relationships, 2005 (%)

Low level of satisfaction Low level of satisfaction 
Lives alone with partner with other relatives

Men 10.2 9.0 7.8
Women 10.1 12.5 8.1
All 10.1 10.8 8.0
Elderly 25.7 6.0 6.8
Lone mothers – – 19.1
Single 25.7 18.7 22.7
Separated or divorced 45.8 38.8 21.3
Disabled 19.7 12.1 13.5
NESB 10.5 13.2 7.1

Note: Population weighted results.

Table 2: Social support in 2005 (%)

Poor social network
Men 12.6
Women 10.3
All 11.4
Elderly 12.4
Lone mothers 19.0
Single 12.0
Separated or divorced 20.1
Disabled 17.1
NESB 11.1

Note: Population weighted results.

groups, lone mothers, singles and separated/
divorced people are especially prone not getting
on well with their relatives.4 People with a disabil-
ity people also have a higher than average level of
dissatisfaction with their relatives. 

It is also worth recording that there are only very
weak negative correlations between the HILDA
measures of social capital and measures of income
and occupational status.5

Social support networks 

The HILDA social networks index comprises ten
items asking ‘how much support you get from
other people?’ Typical items are, ‘I often need help
from other people but can’t get it’, ‘there is some-
one who can cheer me up when I am down’ and
‘I often feel very lonely’. These items are answered
on a 1 to 7 scale where 1 means ‘strongly disagree’
and 7 means ‘strongly agree’. For presentation in
Table 2, this index has been split at the mid-point,
so that those whose answers indicate that they
have an inadequate or poor social network are
distinguished from those whose circumstances are
more favourable. 

More men than women—12.6% compared to
10.3%—report inadequate social networks; a result
which replicates much previous research indicat-
ing that women are more effective networkers
(Flood, 2005; Rubin, 1983). However, although the
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Table 3: Social capital deficits—people experiencing deficits for five years running, 2001–2005 (%)

Not satisfied Not satisfied with Poor social 
Five-year deficits Lives alone with partner other relatives network
Men 6.7 1.1 0.8 1.5
Women 8.7 1.6 1.2 1.4
All 7.7 1.3 1.0 1.5
Elderly 21.8 1.0 *0.0 1.6
Lone mothers n.a. n.a. 5.6 3.6
Single 11.7 3.2 *0.0 2.0
Separated or divorced 27.8 10.0 5.3 4.0
Disabled 13.3 1.6 2.1 2.6
NESB 5.9 2.0 *0.0 1.6

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.

difference is statistically significant, it is not sub-
stantively large.6 More serious is the finding that
lone mothers, separated or divorced people and
people with a disability people report poor net-
works; recall that the same groups lacked close
relationships.7 However, two other potentially ‘at
risk’ groups—the elderly and NESB respondents—
report social networks of about the same quality
as the rest of the population. 

The persistence of low levels of social 
capital: Do the same people report low 
levels of capital in 2001–2005? 

The results in Tables 1 and 2 relate just to 2005.
But how many of the respondents who reported
deficits in social capital in that year reported the
same problems in 2001–2004 as well? Clearly,
medium-term deficits (i.e. five-year deficits) are
more serious—they imply a greater loss of well-
being—than deficits perceived at just one point in
time. Table 3 covers all available measures of
social capital and shows how many respondents
reported particular deficits in all five years.

It can be seen that the one persistent deficit was
‘living alone’. Fairly high proportions of the
elderly, singles, separated/divorced people and
people with a disability lived on their own for all
five years. The other deficits prove to be quite
transient—perhaps surprisingly so—for most of
the population. For example, about 9% said they
were not satisfied with their partner in 2001 but
only 1.3% also reported dissatisfaction in
2002–2005. Only a small proportion of these indi-
viduals changed partners between 2001 and 2005;
the large majority solved or no longer perceived a
problem. The inference that most people solve
their problems also applies in regard to the evi-
dence about dissatisfaction with ‘other relatives’
and poor social networks. 

There are, however, exceptions to this generalisa-
tion. Specifically, 4.0% of divorced/separated indi-
viduals, 3.6% of lone mothers and 2.6% of people
with a disability reported poor social networks in
all five years. Overall, the evidence suggests that

these are the three groups in Australia who are
probably most lacking in social capital.8

Endnotes

1 In some years, questions relating to the local neigh-
bourhood are also included in the HILDA Survey. These
too can be regarded as social network questions.

2 Defined as people with a long-term health condition
which has lasted or is likely to last for 6 months or more.

3 It was hypothesised that young singles might be dispro-
portionately dissatisfied with ‘other relatives’. In fact,
however, the rate of dissatisfaction with other relatives
was lower among singles under the age of 25 than
among older people. 

4 The number of lone fathers in the sample is too small
for results to be statistically reliable. However, if one
were to accept the evidence, it appears that lone fathers
are about as dissatisfied with ‘other relatives’ as lone
mothers. 

5 Correlations are in the range 0 to –0.10. 

6 Statistically significant at the 0.001 level.

7 A similar percentage of lone fathers reported poor net-
works. However, lone fathers were less likely than aver-
age to report unhelpful neighbours and living in a run-
down neighbourhood. Recall, however, that the sample
is too small for results to be reliable.

8 As in other articles, we have not reported on indigenous
Australians as a separate group, because of concerns
about the adequacy of the HILDA sample.
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Every year, HILDA Survey respondents are asked to
complete the SF–36 Health Survey. This 36 item
questionnaire is intended to measure health out-
comes (functioning and well-being) from a patient
point of view (Ware, Snow and Kosinski, 2000). It
was specifically developed as an instrument to be
completed by patients or the general public rather
than by medical practitioners, and is widely regarded
as one of the most valid instruments of its type.1

The Australian Bureau of Statistics has conducted
both general health and mental health studies. Of
particular relevance to the HILDA Survey results
are the National Survey of Mental Health and
Wellbeing of Adults conducted in 1997 and the
National Health Survey of 2001 (ABS, 1997, 2001).
The former included a short version, the SF–12, of
the mental health scale in the SF–36. So far as we
know, there are no established norms for the
SF–36 for Australian respondents, although a small
sample validation study of an Australian version of
the instrument has been done in NSW (Sanson-
Fisher and Perkins, 1998). The HILDA Survey
results for the general health and mental health
scales used in this article are roughly in line with
American norms and mean scores are very close
indeed (Ware, Snow and Kosinski, 2000).2

However, the HILDA Survey mental health scale
scores have a higher standard deviation than the
American scores.

In previous HILDA Statistical Reports we have
found that men’s general health declined in a
straightforward linear way with age, and for
women over 25, general health scores also
declined with age, although young women
between 15 and 24 had lower scores than women
aged between 25 and 44. We also found that, on
average, mental health scores were higher for men

and women aged over 65 than for younger peo-
ple, and men in all age groups had higher mental
health scores then women, with women aged
between 15 and 24 having the lowest scores of all. 

Looking at the health levels of people in low and
high income households, we found that men and
women in households with the lowest incomes
had lower levels of general health and mental
health, but the overall correlation between mental
health and household income was quite weak,
and people who were employed, either full-time
or part-time, had higher scores for both general
health and mental health than those who were
unemployed.

General health, 2001–2005

General health and mental health scores ranging
from 0 to 100 (0 means poor health and well-
being, and 100 means good health and well-
being) are calculated on the basis of client
responses. Table 1 provides an overview of
HILDA Survey results on general health and Table
2 deals with mental health. 

Men’s general health declined in a straightforward
linear way with age.3 Scores decreased from 76 (on
the 0–100 scale) for men aged between 15 and 24
down to 59 for men over the age of 65. For women
over 25, general health scores also declined with
age, but young women aged between 15 and 24
had lower scores than those aged 25 to 44. Women
in the former group were alone in having lower
scores than men of the same age.4

Mental health, 2001–2005

Table 2 shows that, on average, mental health
scores were higher for men and women aged over
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Men’s and women’s physical and
mental health: How persistent 
are health problems? Evidence 
for 2001–2005

Table 1: General health scores by gender and age, 0–100 scale (means)

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
Age group Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women
15–24 75.9 71.0 75.7 71.7 76.1 70.3 75.6 70.2 75.7 70.1
25–34 73.7 74.7 73.3 73.9 73.1 74.2 72.2 72.6 72.1 71.9
35–44 71.4 72.0 70.4 72.8 70.8 72.2 70.5 70.8 69.1 71.1
45–54 68.3 69.1 67.5 67.3 66.5 67.4 66.6 67.4 67.1 67.6
55–64 63.1 65.1 60.9 66.1 62.6 64.4 63.4 64.6 62.4 64.3
65+ 58.7 61.3 59.3 61.3 59.9 61.3 59.8 61.9 59.9 60.1
Total 69.3 69.4 68.6 69.3 68.8 68.7 68.5 68.2 68.1 67.8

Note: Population weighted results. 
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65 than for younger people, and that men in all
age groups had higher mental health scores than
women, with women aged between 15 and 24
having the lowest scores of all. 

In 2005, the average levels of mental health for
women aged between 15 and 34 were around 71
out of 100, compared to 75.1 for women aged 65
and over. For men, the differences in average
mental health between age groups was quite
small, ranging from 73.2 out of 100 for men aged
between 35 and 44, to 77.1 out of 100 for men
aged 65 or older. Unlike general health, the corre-
lation between mental health and age is positive
(for both men and women).5 In other words, men-
tal health improves slightly with age, in part
because people with good mental health live
longer than people with poor mental health.6

Marital status and health

Are people who live with a partner or spouse
healthier than single people? A recent study of
cancer patients (Gore et al., 2005) found that,

regardless of age, ethnicity, disease stage, or treat-
ment type, compared to single men, married men
recuperated faster, claimed to experience less pain
and stress during their treatment, and had mental
health scores 8 points higher than single men.7

However, men with cancer seemed to benefit
more from spousal support than women with can-
cer. Tables 3 and 4 show the average levels of
general health and mental health for men and
women in 2005 according to their marital status.

Overall, men who were married or living with a
partner had higher average levels of general
health than men who were separated, divorced or
widowed. For women, the average level of gen-
eral health was highest for those in de facto rela-
tionships, with an average general health score of
70.7 out of 100, compared to 68.8 for married
women and also for women who were not living
with a partner and had never been married.
Women who were separated had an average gen-
eral health score of 65.5, compared to 62.4 for
women who were divorced and 60.2 for women
who were widowed. 
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Table 3: General health scores by marital status, gender and age, 2005, 0–100 scale (means)

Never married
and not

Age group Married De facto Separated Divorced Widowed de facto Total
Men
15–24 73.0 68.1 *100.0 – – 76.3 75.7
25–34 72.9 75.4 *63.4 *70.5 – 70.0 72.1
35–44 70.7 66.6 65.3 68.9 *67.0 65.3 69.1
45–54 68.6 62.0 57.8 63.0 *82.7 66.5 67.1
55–64 62.6 65.5 67.4 63.3 *62.7 52.4 62.4
65+ 59.8 *63.1 64.0 61.3 60.3 55.3 59.9
Total 66.7 68.7 64.7 64.6 61.1 71.9 68.1
Women
15–24 76.2 71.2 *61.7 – – 69.5 70.1
25–34 73.5 72.1 67.4 69.2 – 69.4 71.9
35–44 71.7 72.8 68.6 70.6 *46.9 66.4 71.1
45–54 68.7 65.7 62.4 63.4 71.4 67.5 67.6
55–64 66.1 63.5 64.8 54.6 63.2 64.1 64.3
65+ 60.9 *88.3 61.4 59.9 58.9 57.7 60.1
Total 68.8 70.7 65.5 62.4 60.2 68.8 67.8

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.

Table 2: Mental health scores by gender and age, 0–100 scale (means)

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
Age group Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women
15–24 73.8 69.3 75.3 71.0 74.8 69.6 74.7 70.4 74.5 70.7
25–34 74.0 71.9 74.2 71.6 75.4 73.2 74.6 71.4 73.9 70.9
35–44 73.4 71.3 74.2 72.1 74.2 72.4 74.7 71.8 73.2 72.3
45–54 75.7 73.4 75.2 72.1 74.7 72.9 75.0 72.5 75.6 72.7
55–64 75.1 73.3 75.2 74.5 75.5 74.6 75.6 74.4 76.8 73.9
65+ 76.7 75.5 77.4 75.0 78.0 75.2 77.7 75.3 77.1 75.1
Total 74.7 72.3 75.2 72.6 75.3 72.9 75.3 72.5 75.1 72.5

Note: Population weighted results.



Focusing on specific age groups, it is not clear that
people who are married or living with a partner
have better general health. In the 15 to 24 age
group, men who were single and never married
had the highest levels of general health. Men aged
between 25 and 34 who were living with a part-
ner had higher than average levels of general
health, while married men aged between 35 and
44 had higher levels of general health than men
who were single or in a de facto relationship.
Single men aged between 55 and 64 who had
never been married had the lowest levels of gen-
eral health—52.4 out of 100—compared to 67.4
for men in that age group who were separated;
63.3 for men who were divorced; 65.5 out of 100
for men in a de facto relationship and 62.6 out of
100 for married men. 

For women aged between 15 and 44, having a
partner was associated with higher average levels
of general health. In the 45 to 54 age group,
women who were widowed had the highest lev-
els of general health—71.4 out of 100—compared
to 68.7 out of 100 for married women; 67.6 out of
100 for women who were single and never mar-
ried; 65.7 for women in a de facto relationship;
63.4 out of 100 for women who were divorced;
and 62.4 out of 100 for women who were sepa-
rated. Women who were divorced and aged
between 55 and 64 had the lowest average general
health levels in their age group, while for women
aged 65 or over, those who had never been mar-
ried had the poorest general health.

There is no clear pattern of higher levels of gen-
eral health for men and women with partners, but
does having a partner improve your mental
health? It may be the case that people with part-

ners tend to spend more time with family and
friends than single people do, which may be a fac-
tor that contributes to improved mental health.
Table 4 shows the average mental health scores
for men and women, according to their age group
and marital status. 

Overall, men and women who were married or
widowed had higher than average levels of men-
tal health than others. For men in all age groups
except the youngest (15–24), the average mental
health scores for married men were higher than
average. For women, the exception was those
aged between 35 and 54—married women in all
other age groups had higher than average mental
health scores. 

While mental health scores for men who were
separated and aged between 35 and 54 were sub-
stantially lower than average, separated men aged
55 or older had average mental health scores
higher than married men in the same age group.
However, this was not the case for women. In all
age groups, average mental health was lower for
women who were separated or divorced than for
women who had a partner. For women aged 45
and older, average mental health levels of those
who were not living with a spouse or partner and
had never married were almost the same as those
of married women.

Health and life events

Certain life events, such as separating from a part-
ner or losing your job, can have a negative impact
on health, particularly mental health. Each year,
HILDA Survey respondents are asked whether
events such as getting married, separating from a

134 Families, Incomes and Jobs, Volume 3

Life Satisfaction, Health and Well-being

Table 4: Mental health scores by marital status, gender and age, 2005, 0–100 scale (means)

Never married
and not

Age group Married De facto Separated Divorced Widowed de facto Total
Men
15–24 73.8 73.2 *84.0 – – 74.6 74.5
25–34 76.9 75.1 *67.9 *80.2 – 69.9 73.9
35–44 74.6 73.5 64.7 73.8 *60.0 68.9 73.2
45–54 76.7 74.4 64.7 70.7 *76.7 75.3 75.6
55–64 77.2 74.3 79.0 75.1 *74.3 75.9 76.8
65+ 77.2 *82.2 80.8 77.0 75.9 74.6 77.1
Total 76.4 74.5 71.3 74.1 75.6 72.9 75.1
Women
15–24 75.7 71.1 *53.6 – – 70.4 70.7
25–34 74.2 70.3 56.8 66.7 – 67.2 70.9
35–44 73.3 72.9 62.2 70.8 *58.3 69.7 72.3
45–54 73.9 70.2 65.3 69.2 74.8 73.3 72.7
55–64 75.1 73.6 61.3 71.3 73.5 75.2 73.9
65+ 74.8 *79.0 66.8 73.6 76.0 74.8 75.1
Total 74.2 71.3 62.2 70.6 75.4 70.0 72.5

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.
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partner, losing your job, and being promoted at
work happened to them in the last 12 months.
Table 5 shows the average levels of general health
and mental health for men and women who expe-
rienced particular events in their life in the 12
months prior to their interview in 2005. 

For both men and women, events such as sepa-
rating from their spouse and even reconciling with
their spouse had a significant negative impact on
mental health. Presumably, even when couples
reconcile, the stress of the separation and also the
uncertainty of whether they are going to continue
the relationship takes a toll on their mental health.
Of course, people who had a serious personal
injury or illness had lower levels of general health,
but Table 5 shows that these people also had
lower average levels of mental health. It is also
apparent that people with a family member who
had a serious injury or illness had lower levels of
mental health. As expected, men and women who
had experienced the death of a spouse or child in
the last 12 months had substantially lower levels
of mental health, as did women who had experi-
enced the death of a close relative or friend. 

On average, having been a victim of physical vio-
lence had no significant impact on general health,
but men and women who had been the victim of
physical violence in the previous 12 months had
lower than average mental health scores. For
women, having been a victim of property crime in
the last 12 months also had a significant negative
impact on mental health. 

Men and women who had been fired from their job
also had lower than average levels of mental health.
While changing jobs and being promoted had no
significant impact on either the physical or mental
health of men, women who changed jobs had higher
levels of both physical and mental health, and
women who were promoted at work had higher than
average levels of physical health. Major improve-
ments in finances had no significant impact on the
health of either women or men, but average levels of
both physical and mental health were substantially
lower for men and women who had experienced a
major worsening in their financial circumstances.8

Persistence of health problems

Do the same people tend to have health problems
year after year, or are health issues usually tran-
sient? Table 6 shows the number of years
(between 2001 and 2005) that people had general
health scores lower than 50 out of 100.

Almost 70% of men and women had general
health scores of 50 or above in all five years and
11% had low levels of general health in one of the
five years. For around 5.9% of men, low levels of
general health persisted for two out of the five
years, 5% had a general health score of lower than
50 in three of the five years, and the remaining
11.1% had low levels of general health in four or
more of the five years from 2001 to 2005. 

As might be expected, the persistence of general
health problems depends strongly on age. Only
10.9% of men aged between 15 and 24 had general
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Table 5: General health and mental health scores by life events and gender, 2005, 0–100 scale (means)

General health Mental health
Men Women Men Women

Got married 68.5 68.2 72.2^ 74.4
Separated from spouse 69.6 66.4 67.4^ 61.8^
Got back together with spouse 64.2 64.7 64.8^ 57.6^
Pregnancy/pregnancy of partnera 73.8 75.1^ 75.6 75.7^
Birth/adoption of new childa 71.0 75.4 76.7 76.6
Serious personal injury/illness 52.6^ 48.5^ 68.1^ 64.3^
Serious injury/illness to family member 65.9^ 64.7^ 72.7^ 69.5^
Death of spouse or child 65.6 67.5 68.2^ 66.1^
Death of close relative/family member 67.3 64.8^ 74.3 70.1^
Death of close friend 63.1^ 63.5^ 73.9 70.6^
Victim of physical violence 64.5 54.4^ 67.4^ 56.9^
Victim of property crime 66.3 65.8 73.7 68.9^
Detained in jail *66.8 *72.7 *66.5 *63.6
Close family member detained in jail 62.6 63.6 72.4 67.2^
Fired or made redundant 65.5 63.0^ 67.9^ 68.8^
Changed jobs 70.5 71.1^ 73.9^ 71.2^
Promoted at work 73.1 72.7^ 75.3 73.0^
Major improvement in finances 71.1 70.8 77.0 71.4
Major worsening in finances 55.5^ 57.2^ 60.6^ 60.5^
Average level 68.1 67.8 75.1 72.5

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable. ^ Significantly different (at the 5% level) from the average physical/mental health
level of people who did not experience this event. a Restricted to men and women under the age of 50. 



health scores in the 0–50 range for more than one
year, but 12.6% of men aged between 55 and 64
and 13.3% of men aged 65 and over had low lev-
els of general health in all five years. 

The proportion of women aged between 15 and
24 who had low levels of general health in two or
more of the five years was 18.7%. Similarly, 17%
of women aged between 25 and 34 and 16.3% of
women aged between 35 and 44. Among women
under the age of 45, the proportion who had low
heath scores in all five less than 5%, but among
women between 55 and 64 it was 8.8%, and for
women aged 65 and over the corresponding fig-
ure was 12.3%.

In previous years we have found that poor mental
health was much less persistent than poor general
health, reflecting the fact that although some 
mental health problems are chronic, others are
cyclical or temporary in duration. Table 7 shows
the number of years between 2001 and 2005 that
people had mental health scores lower than 50 out
of 100.

It is clear that, compared to physical health prob-
lems, mental health problems are much less per-
sistent. While 11.9% of men and 13% of women
had mental health scores of less than 50 in one of
the five years, only 1.3% of men and women had
low levels of mental health in all five years.
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Table 6: Persistence of low general health scores by gender and age, 2001–2005 (%)

Number of years with mental health lower than 50 out of 100
Age group 0 1 2 3 4 5 Total
Men
15–24 77.4 11.7 *4.6 *2.4 *2.9 *1.0 100.0
25–34 75.6 11.2 5.9 *3.7 *2.2 *1.5 100.0
35–44 71.2 9.4 4.7 5.1 4.5 5.2 100.0
45–54 66.8 11.7 6.1 6.5 3.1 5.8 100.0
55–64 61.2 9.6 6.6 4.9 5.2 12.6 100.0
65+ 54.3 11.4 7.5 5.9 7.6 13.3 100.0
Total 67.2 10.8 5.9 5.0 4.3 6.8 100.0
Women
15–24 67.7 13.6 9.1 *2.1 *5.0 *2.5 100.0
25–34 71.3 11.7 7.3 *4.0 *1.8 *3.9 100.0
35–44 72.2 11.5 6.0 3.6 3.2 3.6 100.0
45–54 70.6 10.0 6.0 2.8 4.0 6.5 100.0
55–64 63.9 10.2 6.8 5.2 5.1 8.8 100.0
65+ 58.2 12.1 6.1 6.7 4.6 12.3 100.0
Total 67.5 11.3 6.7 4.2 3.9 6.5 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.

Table 7: Persistence of low mental health scores by gender and age, 2001–2005 (%)

Number of years with mental health lower than 50 out of 100
Age group 0 1 2 3 4 5 Total
Men
15–24 72.7 18.2 *6.6 *1.8 *0.8 *0.0 100.0
25–34 76.5 12.8 6.3 *1.6 *1.5 *1.3 100.0
35–44 75.5 11.4 5.8 *2.7 *2.4 *2.1 100.0
45–54 78.2 12.9 3.9 *2.3 *1.7 *1.0 100.0
55–64 79.0 11.5 4.4 *2.5 *1.5 *1.2 100.0
65+ 84.1 7.3 3.5 *2.6 *1.1 *1.5 100.0
Total 78.0 11.9 4.9 2.3 1.6 1.3 100.0
Women
15–24 68.2 17.0 8.2 *3.1 *2.6 *0.8 100.0
25–34 69.0 16.2 8.7 *3.0 *0.9 *2.2 100.0
35–44 71.8 13.0 7.1 4.2 *2.2 *1.7 100.0
45–54 72.4 13.5 7.2 4.1 *1.5 *1.2 100.0
55–64 78.2 10.9 5.2 *3.0 *1.5 *1.2 100.0
65+ 81.6 9.5 4.3 *1.9 *2.0 *0.8 100.0
Total 74.0 13.0 6.7 3.3 1.7 1.3 100.0

Notes: Population weighted results. * Estimate not reliable.
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Unlike general health, the persistence of mental
health problems was not related in a linear way to
age. Among both men and women, the group
with the most persistent mental health problems
was 35 to 44 year olds. In this age group, 7.2% of
men and 8.1% of women had mental health scores
of less than 50 in three or more of the five years.
For younger people, persistent mental health
problems were more common for women than for
men, with 2.6% of men and 6.5% of women aged
between 15 and 24 having low levels of mental
health in three or more of the five years.

Concluding points

For men, average general health scores declined
with age. This was also the case for women over
the age of 25, but in all five years younger women
(aged 15 to 24) had lower average general health
scores than women aged between 25 and 44. On
the other hand, average levels of mental health
improve slightly with age. 

Compared to people who were separated or
divorced, men and women who were living with
a spouse or partner generally had higher average
general health and mental health scores, but this
is not the case in all age groups. Negative life
events such as the death of a spouse or child, sep-
arating from a partner, having been the victim of
physical violence and being fired or made redun-
dant had significant impact on the mental health
of both men and women. 

For most people, problems with general health
did not persist for many years. Just under 70% of
men and women had general health scores of 50
or above in all five years, and around 11% of men
and 10% of women had low general health scores
in four or five of the five years from 2001 to 2005.
Problems with mental health were less persistent
than general health problems. Only 5.4% of men
and 6.3% of women had mental health scores of
less than 50 out of 100 for three or more of the
five years.

Endnotes
1 It should be understood that, because answers are pro-

vided by the public and not by practitioners, the SF–36
cannot be used to diagnose specific physical or mental
health problems. Validation tests have shown that SF–36
scores correlate highly with practitioner assessments, but
such correlations do not mean that physical and mental
health problems can be assumed for individuals with low
scores. In other words, the SF–36 works well as a screen-
ing instrument, but specific assessments by a medical
practitioner are required for diagnoses to be made.

2 The HILDA Survey means in 2004 were 68.5 for general
health and 74.1 for mental health. The American means
are both about 2 points higher.

3 Pearson correlation between age and general health for
men: –0.27 (2001), –0.27 (2002), –0.27 (2003), –0.26
(2004), –0.25 (2005). Pearson correlation between age
and general health for women: –0.19 (2001), –0.20
(2002), –0.19 (2003), –0.16 (2004), –0.18 (2005).

4 In 2005, women aged between 25 and 34 also had lower
average general health scores than men in that age
group, but the difference was extremely small (0.2 out
of 100). 

5 Pearson correlation between age and mental health for
men: 0.05 (2001), 0.04 (2002), 0.04 (2003), 0.05 (2004),
0.07 (2007). Pearson correlation between age and men-
tal health for women: 0.10 (2001), 0.08 (2002), 0.09
(2003), 0.09 (2004), 0.09 (2005).

6 Several studies, including Martin et al. (1995) and
Barreira (1999) have found that people with poor men-
tal health, on average, have a lower life expectancy than
those with good mental health.

7 The sample consisted of 291 low income, uninsured
men who participated in a state-funded program that
provided free prostate cancer treatment in California.

8 It may be the case that the deterioration in health was
the cause of the worsening in financial services (e.g. a
reduction in income if an individual has to stop working
as a result of a deterioration in health).
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paid work, 3.5% unemployed and 24.7% ‘not in the
labour force’. As an additional activity, men spent
8.6% of time in education and women 9.4%.

It would be a mistake, however, to imagine that
the same people do the same things every year.
Among men, 96.0% were in work at some stage
during the five years; 22.3% spent some time
unemployed and looking for work, and 19.2%
spent some time ‘not in the labour force’. These
last two estimates are both, perhaps, higher than
expected. 

Women’s time uses are of course somewhat dif-
ferent, partly because of the demands of child-
rearing. But, even so, 87.4% had spent some time
in paid work in 2001–2005. 22.5% had been unem-
ployed, and 48.5% had spent time ‘not in the
labour force’. 

Adult education is a major activity

A further interesting and perhaps surprising find-
ing is that 31.9% of prime age men and 35.7% of
prime age women spent some time in education
in this period. ‘Adult education’, broadly defined,
has become a major activity of a substantial sec-
tion of the labour force.

At each annual interview, HILDA Survey respon-
dents fill in a calendar for every month of the last
financial year. This provides information about
what percentage of their time has been spent in
paid work, what percentage they were unem-
ployed and actively seeking work, and what per-
centage they were ‘not in the labour force’. These
three time uses are mutually exclusive, so the fig-
ures must add to 100%. In addition, respondents
also tell us the amount of time they have spent in
education (either full-time or part-time), but this
can be on top of paid work, and so cannot be
included in totals adding to 100%.

So what have people been doing for the last five
years? In this article, we confine attention to a
group of main interest—men and women aged 25
to 54, who are prime working age and, in many
cases, face real choices between working, not
working and getting more education. 

Time uses of working age men and women

Table 1 reports time use figures for each year in
2001–2005. The annual figures show some small
but interesting changes during this period of
steady economic growth, when employment lev-
els were high and unemployment low. Women’s
time in paid work continued to increase, rising
steadily from 68.7% in 2001 to 72.4% in 2005. The
other noteworthy change is in educational partici-
pation, which rose from 7.5% for men and 8.4%
for women in 2001 to 10.3% for men and 10.5%
for women by 2005. 

Table 2 shows combined time uses for the five years
2001–2005. In aggregate, prime age men spent
88.8% of their time working in 2001–2005, 3.9%
unemployed (and seeking work) and 6.7% ‘not in
the labour force’. Women spent 70.2% of time in

138 Families, Incomes and Jobs, Volume 3

Life Satisfaction, Health and Well-being

What have people been doing for 
the last five years?

Table 2: Time uses for all five years combined, 
2001–2005 (%)

Men Women
Paid work 88.8 70.2
Unemployed 3.9 3.5
Not in the labour force 6.7 24.7
Total 100.0 100.0
Education 8.6 9.4

Note: Population weighted results. 

Table 1: Time spent employed, unemployed or not in the labour force—prime age men and women (25–54), 
2001–2005 (%)

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women

Paid work 86.9 68.7 86.7 69.8 87.4 70.2 88.3 71.2 89.6 72.4
Unemployed 4.7 3.1 5.2 4.3 3.9 3.7 3.1 3.4 3.0 3.5
Not in the
labour force 8.3 28.2 8.0 25.9 8.6 26.0 8.6 25.4 7.4 24.1
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Education 7.5 8.4 8.4 9.5 8.5 9.9 9.8 9.6 10.3 10.5

Note: Population weighted results.
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Absolute poverty

Confusingly, absolute poverty has two meanings
in social science research. In this Report, absolute
poverty means lacking the basics: food, clothing
and shelter. However, sometimes fixed or
‘anchored’ poverty lines, like the American ‘ade-
quate diet poverty line, are referred to as absolute
poverty lines. They are absolute rather than ‘rela-
tive’ (see below for ‘relative poverty’) in the sense
that they are not adjusted upwards as mainstream
living standards rise.

Casual jobs

Casual employment means jobs with the absence
of entitlement to both paid annual leave and paid
sick leave.

Equivalence scale

An equivalence scale is used to calculate equiv-
alised income. In this Report, we have used the
OECD equivalence scale, which allows 1.0 for the
first adult in the household, 0.5 for other adults,
and 0.3 for children under 15. So a household 
of two adults and two children would have an
equivalence score of 2.1 (1.0 + 0.5 + 0.3 + 0.3).
Equivalised income is calculated by dividing
household disposable income (income after taxes
and transfers) by the equivalence score for the
household. 

Equivalised income

The purpose of constructing measures of equiv-
alised income is to get a measure of material stan-
dard of living which adjusts for differences in
household size. The most obvious adjustment
would be household income per head, but this
would make no allowance for economies of scale
in larger households. Equivalised income is
defined as household disposable income (i.e.
income after taxes and transfers; pensions and
benefits) divided by an equivalence scale based
on household size. Normally, all individuals in a
household are given the same equivalised income;
the assumption being that income is shared, so
that everyone’s standard of living is the same.

Fertility intentions

Fertility intentions relate to the number of children
one wishes to have, the gender balance (e.g. one
boy and one girl) and the gender sequence (e.g. a
boy followed by a girl). Demographers are acutely
interested in fertility intentions as one factor deter-
mining likely future population levels. Fertility
intentions were asked in detail for the first time in
HILDA in 2005.

Financial stress

A person or household is considered to be under
financial stress if, due to shortage of money, it is
not possible for them to meet basic financial com-
mitments. The measure of financial stress used in

this Report is based on questions about inability to
pay utility bills on time, inability to pay the mort-
gage on time, having to pawn or sell possessions,
going without meals, being unable to heat the
home, asking for financial help from friends or
family, or asking for help from a welfare/commu-
nity organisation. 

Household disposable income

Household disposable income is the combined
income of all household members after receipt of
public transfers (government pensions and bene-
fits) and deduction of taxes. It could also be
termed ‘household post-government income’ (see
later entry).

Household expenditures and consumption

Households spend money on both non-durable
and durable goods and services. Non-durables—
goods consumed fairly soon after purchase—
include such items as groceries, fuel and holiday
expenditures. Durables, by contrast, may be ‘con-
sumed’ over long periods of time. Durables
include housing, cars and white goods. In mea-
suring non-durable expenditure during a particu-
lar time period, the market price is all we need to
know. In the case of durables, it is necessary to
estimate a use value or rental value if no market
rental value is immediately available. For example,
in the case of homeowner housing, an imputed
rent may be estimated, which is conceived of as
the rent the property would attract if it were
rented out. 

Household gross income

Household gross income is the combined cash
income of all household members from all
sources: labour income, asset income, private
transfers and public transfers (government pen-
sions and benefits).

Household pre-government income

Household pre-government income means all
income derived from market sources (labour
income, asset income, private superannuation
etc), plus inter-household gifts and bequests. The
only income sources omitted here are government
benefits and taxes. 

Household labour income

Household labour income is the sum of the wage,
salary and self-employment earnings of all house-
hold members.

Household reference person

In many analyses, it is useful to classify house-
holds according to the characteristics (e.g. the age)
of one main person; the household reference per-
son. For the purposes of this Report, the male
partner is treated as the reference person in cou-
ple households, although the female partner
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would do equally well. In lone parent households
the reference person is the parent. In lone person
households the reference person is that person.
No reference person has been designated in multi-
family and group households.

Income mobility

Income mobility is the extent to which incomes
change relative to each other. How many people—
and with what characteristics—are moving up the
income distribution, and what kinds of people are
moving down the distribution?

Jobless households

In this Report, a jobless household is defined as
one in which no one was in work for more than 26
weeks (50% of the time) in the last financial year.

Labour mobility

Measures of labour mobility deal with how many
people change jobs each year, and how many
move into and out of the labour force; that is, how
many people go from being unemployed (or not
in the labour force) to employed, and vice versa?

Personality traits

Psychologists think of personality traits as rela-
tively stable dispositions which influence a per-
son’s behaviour in a wide range of situations. It is
thought that personality is quite stable in adult-
hood, especially from age 30 onwards. There is a
semi-consensus in psychology that the ‘Big Five’
personality traits capture most of what is known
about adult personality. The ‘Big Five’ traits are
NEO-AC: neuroticism, extroversion, openness to
experience, agreeableness and conscientiousness. 

Relative income poverty

A person or a household is in relative income
poverty if they are unable to afford the goods and
services needed to enjoy a normal or mainstream
lifestyle in the country in which they live. Two dif-
ferent relative income poverty lines are used in
this Report. One defines individuals as poor if
their equivalised household income is less than
50% of median equivalised income. The second

relative poverty line uses a cut-off of 60% of
median household income.

Resident and non-resident parents

Parents with children who live in their household
at least 50% of the time are ‘resident parents’.
Parents who have children who live in a non-
private dwelling—such as boarding schools, uni-
versity halls of residence, or institutions—are also
considered to be resident parents. Non-resident
parents are parents who have children who live in
another household more than 50% of the time.

Social capital 

Most measures of social capital are essentially mea-
sures of social networks, although measures of
neighbourhood quality and safety are sometimes
also included. One’s social networks range from
intimate attachments to spouse and family, through
friendship and social support networks, to acquain-
tances (including neighbours) whom one may be
able to rely on for relatively minor assistance. 

Wealth/net worth

Household wealth is measured by the net worth
(total assets minus total debts) of all members of
the household. Assets include housing and other
property, pensions and superannuation, businesses
and farms, equity investments (shares and man-
aged funds), cars and other vehicles, and cash in
bank accounts. The most common types of debt
are mortgages on properties, loans for businesses
or farms, HECS (student) debt and credit card debt.

Welfare reliance

In this Report, households are defined as welfare
reliant if more than 50% of their gross income
(income from all sources) comes from government
income support payments and family payments. 

Well-being

Well-being can be defined in many ways, but most
observers treat it as at least partly a subjective,
psychological concept. Two psychological vari-
ables central to the concept of well-being are ‘life
satisfaction’ and ‘stress’.

Families, Incomes and Jobs, Volume 3      141




