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

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

A very high proportion of children experiencing
poverty are living in families who rely on government
payments.   Permanently increasing those payments -
family payments, JobSeeker and single parent
payments - will reduce poverty.

761,000 children or 1 in 6 Australian children aged 0-14
years lived in poverty in 2019-20 (the latest available
data). At 16.6%, the percentage of children living in
poverty is higher than the percentage of any other age
group – including those aged 65 years and over.

“There are some days that I can’t go out in the car
due to the cost. We can’t afford to have the heater on
at night. We use blankets and our house has damp.
We can’t afford to use the electricity at night. We use
torches instead of turning the lights on. The kids
can’t have baths anymore.”  

In 2022, Foodbank reported more than 1.2 million children
lived in a household where all or some went hungry and
that single parent households were hit the worst. 
 
“There have been many occasions where the food
we’ve purchased for the week has just not stretched
far enough as the children are getting bigger and
their appetites have increased.” 
.

“They’re used to hearing, ‘I’m OK,
I ate while I was cooking’ 

How many children are living in poverty
in Australia?

FAST FACTS
Child & Family Poverty in Australia

What can we do to reduce child poverty?

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

Find out more at www.antipovertyweek.org.au

– single mum from Melbourne.

Growing up in poverty impacts the hopes and dreams of young people.
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“The playing field is not level for all Australian children.
Those growing up in poverty are less likely to complete high
school, find a good job and have stable housing. 

They often suffer from poor mental and physical health and
social isolation. Devastatingly, we will compromise their life
chances if we fail to disrupt the cycle of disadvantage.

– Life Course Centre Director Professor Janeen Baxter

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

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

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

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

Find out more at www.antipovertyweek.org.au

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

Is poverty just about not having enough money?
“Money isn’t the only thing but having some money to buy
food and to pay for your rent and stuff is really good.”

FAST FACTS
Child & Family Poverty in Australia

“The period during the Covid-19 pandemic when income support payments were lifted was hugely beneficial to children and
their families. We saw less anxiety about whether families could meet their basic needs such as food, heating, and shelter.
We saw reduced suicides as a result. Income support payments should be set at a level that supports individuals and
families to live with dignity and meet their basic needs.” 

- Child Health Statement by AMA, ACOSS, ACAH, ARACY, MCRI, RACP, 22/2/22

The full Coronavirus Supplement saw child poverty reduce from 19% to 13.7% giving 245,000 kids in Australia the chance
of a better future.
.
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The Everybody’s Home campaign is calling for a large investment in social housing by Federal and State/Territory 
governments to address the crisis in housing affordability facing too many individuals, families and children in Australia. 
This would also assist women and children needing to flee domestic violence.
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The Centre for Community Child Health states in their submission to the Senate Inquiry into the Nature and Extent of
Poverty: “increased household income benefits children directly through better food, stable housing, and healthcare (the
‘investment’ model), and indirectly through improved parent mental health and capacity (the ‘family stress’ model).  If early
disadvantage including poverty is redressed, half of child health and developmental problems in middle childhood can be
reduced.”

Children at the forefront of the housing crisis
are often frequently moving due to high
rents, which disrupts school and friendships.
The ABS 2021 Census data on
Homelessness found that 1 in 4 people
without homes are children aged under 18
years and the number of homeless children
under 18 increased by 12% since the 2016
Census, while overall homelessness
increased by 5%. 

https://www.rch.org.au/ccch/
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Community_Affairs/PovertyinAustralia


If poverty is not addressed early and it
continues into later life, children can carry
the scars with them into adulthood. 

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

In Anti-Poverty Week 2022, our partners the Life Course
Centre found the risk of financial hardship for single
mothers is at least double that of partnered mothers. This
has been the case for the past 20 years. The proportion of
single mothers in financial hardship has not dropped below
approximately 30% in the past 10 years, (2010-2020),
except for a brief period when the Coronavirus Supplement
was paid. 

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

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

Children in monetary poverty (that is children living below
the poverty line) suffered effects far wider than just their
material basics. They are more than 1.7 times more likely to
face food insecurity, nearly twice as likely to lack good
relationships with friends and almost two and a half times
more likely to be missing out on learning at home.

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

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

 In 2021, more than 1 in 3 children living in the most
disadvantaged locations had higher rates of developmental
vulnerability when they started school, more than twice
that of children in the least disadvantaged areas (14.9%). 
 
“For one-in-six Australian children who live in
poverty, disadvantage at home carries over into
disadvantage at school. Children living in poverty
have lower school completion rates and lower scores
on national tests such as NAPLAN and students who
live in poverty also experience more social exclusion
at school than their more advantaged peers.”

 
- Professor Gerry Redmond The Conversation 10/3/22  

Find out more at www.antipovertyweek.org.au

“

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

Children living in sole parent families have a poverty rate
of 39%, more than 3 times that of couple families (12%).

Who are most at risk?

FAST FACTS
Child & Family Poverty in Australia
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- PM Anthony Albanese, Interview on 7.30, 23/6/22
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We need to make sure that every child gets the
opportunity to be the best that they can be,
because that helps, not just that individual,
that’s the key to Australia as well. We need to
be the smart country.

https://lifecoursecentre.org.au/
https://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/3522482/Breaking-Down-Barriers-Report-1-October-2020.pdf
https://www.dss.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/11_2017/sprp47_low_income_web.pdf
https://theconversation.com/i-just-go-to-school-with-no-food-why-australia-must-tackle-child-poverty-to-improve-educational-outcomes-178426
https://www.abc.net.au/7.30/new-federal-government-forced-to-deal-with-big/13943332
https://www.abc.net.au/7.30/new-federal-government-forced-to-deal-with-big/13943332
https://www.abc.net.au/7.30/new-federal-government-forced-to-deal-with-big/13943332


Parenting Payments are paid at a lower rate than age or
disability pensions;
Since 2006, sole parents whose youngest child is 8 needed to
claim the punishingly low JobSeeker Payment instead of
Parenting Payments (this will now increase to 14 due to the
2023 Federal Budget decision); 
Rent Assistance hadn’t had an increase beyond inflation since
2000 (a small increase will now take affect from September
2023 due to a 2023 Federal Budget decision); and
Family payments have been raided for Budget savings such that
real expenditure in 2020-21 is the same as in 2000-01.
The child support system is also not working as  it should, with
debts owed to children conservatively estimated to be at least
$2B in 2022.

Income support for families, especially sole parent families have
been eroded over many years: 

 

Produced by Anti-Poverty Week as part of its Fast Facts series. Data correct as of 21 August 2023.  
For more, visit our website at www.antipovertyweek.org.au. 

See also the Australian Research Council Centre of Excellence for Children and Families over the Life Course (the Life Course Centre) who are 
delivering transformative research and translation to break the cycle of deep and persistent disadvantage for Australian children and families.

Why is child poverty increasing?

Find out more at www.antipovertyweek.org.au
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Our Federal Parliamentarians need to pass
legislation to end child poverty, with measurable
targets and actions to achieve this goal.  The New
Zealand Government introduced such legislation
in 2018 and they’ve made great progress so that
fewer children live in poverty. Setting targets
enshrined in legislation works and changes lives
for the better. 

Anti-Poverty Week is partnering with the Valuing
Children Initiative to call on all our
Parliamentarians to support a Child Poverty
Reduction Act.
Sign their PETITION to the Prime Minister here:
valuingchildreninitiative.com.au/how-to-help.

How you can help end child poverty 
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