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Setting the Scene
Like all Australians, we at Baptist Care Australia want to see the 
nation’s children, families and communities flourish. Our vision 
is to work towards a nation of hope-filled, purposeful people 
building communities where every voice is heard.

Our commitment is to the safety, happiness, 
participation and empowerment of all children. 
All Australian children have the right to access and 
receive quality supports and services where and when 
they need them.

If this is the Australia we want, the wellbeing of our 
children is a crucial starting point. Our childhood 
sets the course of our future.  The memories and 
experiences we have as a child remain with us 
throughout our lives, affecting the adults we become 
in the most fundamental of ways.

If we want to know how we can work to improve the 
lives of Australia’s children, we need to know what 
life is like for young people in 2019. This report looks 
at seven fundamental aspects of a child’s life. We 
explore the state of the nation and how we can make 
meaningful changes to the lives of Australia’s kids.

Every day, policies, programs and laws are being 
shaped that impact directly or indirectly on children 
and young people. We consider children to be experts 
in their own lives; ignoring children’s experiences and 
perspectives will invariably lead adults to intervene 
in ways that are not as effective as they should be. 
Baptist Care Australia is committed to upholding the 
rights of children and young people as people able to 
participate meaningfully in society. We will actively 
listen to children, ensuring their voices are heard.

There are 5,208,023 Australians aged under 18, 
making up 22% of our total population

 — In 2017 there were 309,142 children born, 
equating to about 845 babies a day

For many Australian children, life is full of positive 
experiences shared with people they care about and 
who care about them in return. They are learning and 
developing and are hopeful for the future. Many are 
learning the lessons of resilience, laying solid and 
supportive foundations for their lives ahead.

This is as it should be. Australia is one of the 
wealthiest nations in the world. We also enjoy rich 
cultural dimensions and values that appreciate that 
happiness is not always a product of wealth. Our 
children and young people should be thriving. Sadly, 
not all children get an equal start in life. This report 
sets out some ways we can address the most urgent 
and important needs of Australian children by working 
together.

Graham Dangerfield

Chairperson 
Baptist Care Australia
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Family 
When we think of families, a traditional nuclear family 
of people who are biologically related is often what 
springs to mind. We think of a mum and dad, children, 
surrounded by aunts, uncles, cousins, and grandparents.

However, in 2019, families are wonderfully diverse and can be made up 
of all sorts of different people and connections. What an individual considers 
family is personal and varies. All families share emotional bonds, common 
values, goals and responsibilities, and family members should contribute 
to the wellbeing of each other.

There are more than 6.1 million families in Australia1: 

 — In 2016, families made up 71% of Australia’s households; in 1986 it was 77%2. 

 — Couples with children remained the most common type of Australian family, 
though the proportion has decreased over time. 

 — In 2016, 45% of families were couples with children, dropping from 54% in 1991. 

 — Single-parent families have increased from 13% of families in 1991 to 16% in 
2016. Over 900,000 single-parent families were counted in the 2016 census, 
and more than 80% of these single parents were female3.

 — Current projections indicate there will be between 9.2 million and 9.4 million 
families in 20414.
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While families have changed over 
time, people still consider family 
as fundamentally important 
throughout their lives. Children 
first learn about relationships from 
their own families. Families are the 
foundation from where we are able 
to learn how to frame relationships 
throughout our lives. 

The way a family operates 
has greater impact than family 
makeup or living arrangements 
on a child’s wellbeing and positive 
development. Positive family 
relationships are ones that foster 
warmth and connection. 

Children whose families 
model healthy relationships are 
better able to create healthy 
relationships outside their 
families. Strong positive family 
relationships help children 
build trust and feel supported5. 
From a childhood development 
perspective, children who can 
form strong attachments to their 
family members are usually able 
to form positive relationships 
with others throughout their lives.

Families also provide the basis 
for our cultural understanding 
and identity. Australia is a rich 
multicultural nation, with 49% of 
Australians having at least one 
parent born overseas6. 

Family Relationships
Relationships between children 
and their family members evolve 
and change as children grow. 
This is particularly true as children 
enter adolescence. 

A 2017 study looking at family 
relationships found that the 
majority of young people aged 
between 10 and 15 said they 
enjoyed spending time with their 
parents, and most adolescents 
said they felt either close or very 
close to their mother and father7.

“    Sometimes we have 
arguments but we always 
love each other”
MAX, 9

Young people being willing 
and able to talk to their parents 
about problems or worries is 
important for healthy family 
relationships. At age 10–11, 
around 90% of children said 
they would go to their mother 
if they had a problem8.

Positive involvement by parents 
in children’s education is linked to 
more regular school attendance, 
better social skills and improved 
behaviour9.

The relationship between parents 
also has an impact on children. 
As at the 2016 census, there were 
959,000 single-parent families 
in Australia – approximately 
10.4% of all households. 
Overwhelmingly these single 
or lone-parent families 
are women (81.8%).

Understanding how parental 
separation can affect children, 
both positively and negatively, 
is important to ensure children 
grow up in supportive and 
caring environments.

Young Carers
Young people are important 
members of their families with 
an increasing number of children 
and young people undertaking 
caring roles within their family 
unit. The 2016 Census found 
that one in twenty people 
(5.6% or 151,600 people) aged 
15–24 years were young carers.  
While caring can be rewarding, 
the time and effort taken to 
provide assistance to a loved 
one can affect a carer’s ability 
to participate in education and 
work, and maintain friendships 
and social life. In addition, caring 
for family members may have 
a negative effect on wellbeing 
and mental health. Young carers 
can be particularly vulnerable to 
the negative effects of providing 
care as they transition from 
education to employment10.  

“ You trust one another, 
and look after each other”
 XANTHE, 12

“ I have a pretty big family, and we’re 
always there for each other. It’s good to 
know  you have people who are there for 
you. No matter how hard stuff gets”
 RACHEL, 16
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Material Basics
Children’s and young people’s basic material needs  
include stable housing, clothing, healthy food,  
clean water, and school supplies11.

Home
Home is more than just a physical 
place where we sleep and eat. 
It is the place where we are 
able to feel safe and secure, 
where we interact with our 
families, our friends, our pets, 
and our possessions. Having 
a safe, secure and stable place 
to call home is central to helping 
children develop and mature into 
healthy adults. 

Where we grow up, and the type 
of housing we live in can have 
far-reaching impacts on the rest 
of our lives. Physical location 
has an impact on the educational 
and employment opportunities 
children and young people 
are presented with.

Where do Australia’s 
young people live?

The majority of Australia’s 
children and young people live 
in major or capital cities (70%), 
with 27.5% living in regional areas 
and 2.5% in remote locations. 
As a percentage of the total 
population, children make up 
approximately 20% across each of 
these geographical areas, however 
rural and remote areas tend to 
have fewer young people (down 
to about 14%). 

Children growing up in regional 
and remote areas are more 
likely to be living in multi-family 
households. There is a higher 
percentage of single-parent 
households in cities and 
metropolitan areas.

Children and young people’s 
interaction and experiences with 
different cultural groups vary 
depending on where they live. 
Over two thirds of Australia’s 
Indigenous people reside in rural 
and remote areas. Immigration to 
remote and rural communities 
tends to be lower than more 
urban areas. 

Opportunities for children vary 
greatly depending on where they 
live. There is growing evidence 
to suggest that the differences in 
the physical, economic and social 
environments between major cities, 
inner regional and outer regional 
areas may have an impact on 
children’s development. 
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02 For children and young people 
growing up in rural and remote 
Australia, the availability of 
services is very different to their 
city-living counterparts. 

Geographical location has an 
effect on how children spend their 
time, with increasing remoteness 
associated with more time being 
spent outdoors12. On the other hand, 
participation in extracurricular 
activities is higher for young people 
living in major cities.

What types of housing?
Historically, the family home 
in Australia was seen as 
a free-standing house. With cost 
of living pressures increasing 
and lack of affordable housing 
options, the types of housing 
children are growing up in is 
changing. Data from 2016 shows 
us that more families are living 
in higher density developments 
such as flats, apartments and 
town housing13. 

Unsurprisingly household 
income also plays a part. A higher 
percentage of children in low-
income households live in higher 
density housing, compared 
to children in higher income 
households 14. 

Security and length of housing 
tenure also varies depending 
on household income. 

“ Home is where my mum 
and my dog is”
TAYLOR, 7

Living in a privately rented home 
is significantly more common 
for families in the lowest 25% 
of household income15. Data from 
the Growing Up in Australia shows 
that almost 90% of children 
living in households in the highest 
income quartile lived in homes 
that their parents or caregivers 
either owned or were buying, 
compared to 60% of children in 
households in the lowest quartile.16

Housing stress
A household is in housing 
affordability stress if the income 
level is in the bottom 40% and are 
paying more than 30% of their 
income on housing costs. In 2016, 
22% of children were living in 
households with housing stress. 
The impacts of housing stress 
can be significant, with children 
often forced to go without other 
necessities such as new clothing, 
school supplies, or the ability to 
participate in social activities.

Increasingly, housing stress is also 
linked to overcrowding. One in five 
children has lived in overcrowded 
conditions at some stage between 
2006 and 201417.

Poverty
More than 700,000 Australian 
children under the age of 15 
(or one in six) is currently living 
below the poverty line. At 17.3%, 
the proportion of children living 
in poverty is higher than any other 
age group – including those aged 
65 years and over18. 

The cost of housing is the most 
significant household expense 
for the vast majority of families. 
Increasingly unaffordable 
housing means that a growing 
number of children and young 
people are being forced into 
temporary accommodation 
and homelessness.

The impacts of growing up 
in poverty are wide-ranging 
and have not only physical but 
also psychological ramifications. 
Children living in poverty are more 
likely to suffer from a significant 
number of material deprivations 
– they were more likely to be 
homeless than children in families 
where an adult is employed, 
nearly four times as likely to be 
bullied or face social exclusion, 
and almost one and a half times 
more likely to be missing out on 
learning at home19.

Food security
All around the country there 
are people who don’t know where 
their next meal is coming from. 
In the last 12 months, more than 
four million Australians have been 
in a situation where they have run 
out of food and have been unable 
to buy more20.

Foodbank, a food relief charity 
in Australia, provided relief to 
710,000 Australians per month 
in 2017–18. Of this, 15% were 
aged under 15. 

In 2016, a study of more than 
5,000 children aged between 
8 to 14 found that those who were 
experiencing some kind of material 
deprivation were frequently (more 
than twice a week) going to school 
or bed hungry21. 

“ I am happiest at home. I have all 
my things there and I can relax” 
YASMIN, 16
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Safety 
Everyone has the right to feel safe all the time. 
Safety is not just about physical safety, but also safety 
in our relationships and safety within our communities. 

Children who are loved and safe are confident, have a strong sense 
of self-identity, and have high self-esteem. They are able to form secure 
attachments with others, thanks to the presence of positive adult role 
models in their lives. 

All children are born with fundamental freedoms and inherent rights. 
These are the same human rights that adults enjoy but children also have 
the right to special protection because of their vulnerability to exploitation 
and abuse. We all have an obligation to ensure that the safety of children 
and young people is upheld and protected.

When we talk about safety, we also need to be talking about wellbeing. 
Creating environments and organisations where children are safe and well 
involves creating welcoming, inclusive places as well as taking measures 
to prevent serious child harm.
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Young people who have witnessed or been 
a victim of family violence are far more 
likely to perpetrate violence later in life 
than those who have not. We must do more 
to reduce and prevent family violence.

E-Safety
Technology is now being used in 
virtually every home in Australia. 
97% of households with children 
aged under 15 have access to the 
internet, with an average number 
of seven devices per household. 
Young people make up the highest 
proportion of users of the internet 
in Australia, with 97.5% of young 
people aged between 15–17 
spending an average of 18 hours 
per week online22.

Social networking, entertainment 
and educational activities are 
the most popular past-times 
online for children and young 
people, and there can be many 
positive aspects of this use. 
Young people are exposed to 
an open and collaborative online 
culture, which allows them to find 
information, maintain friendships 
and relationships with family, 
and create and share content.

However, a growing area of concern 
is the safety of children and young 
people on the internet. Traditional 
forms of bullying and harassment 
now most frequently occur online, 
with children as young as four 
being affected. In addition there 
are issues around safeguarding 
children against accessing 
inappropriate content.  

Family Violence
An increasing number of 
Australia’s young people have 
experienced violence within the 
home. Children and young people 
who live in homes where there is 
domestic violence grow up in an 
environment that is unpredictable, 

filled with tension and dominated 
by fear. Family violence is also the 
leading cause of homelessness 
for children and young people23. 

Young people who have witnessed 
or been a victim of family violence 
are far more likely to perpetrate 
violence later in life than those 
who have not. We must do more to 
reduce and prevent family violence.

When attitudes towards domestic 
and family violence are tested, 
young people have a high level 
of understanding of what violence 
is, and the forms in which it 
can occur.  There are, however, 
concerning trends about the 
understanding of whether 
or not violence is appropriate, 
particularly within relationships. 
In a 2017 ANROWS survey, 
nearly one third of young men 
surveyed between the ages of 
12–20 believed that controlling 
and violent behaviours are signs 
of male strength. One in four 
stated they thought it was not 
serious if a person who is normally 
gentle slaps their partner when 
they’re drunk or arguing24. 

Child Protection
The child protection system 
is the statutory mechanism 
designed to protect children 
from harm. Sadly, the number 
of children receiving child 
protection services is increasing – 
with more than 159,000 children in 
2017–18 receiving an investigation, 
care and protection order or an 
out-of-home care placement25. 
This number has risen steadily 
over the past five years.

In terms of the types of abuse or 
neglect reported, emotional abuse 
(59%) was the most common 
type substantiated though 
child protection investigations. 
This was followed by neglect 
(17%), physical abuse (15%) and 
sexual abuse (9%)26. 

For children and young people 
placed in out of home care, 
47.2% are placed with a relative 
(kinship care) and 37.8% in foster 
care. The median age for children 
admitted to out-of-home care 
is six years, and more than 50% of 
children in out-of-home care remain 
there for more than two years.

In 2017–18 Indigenous children 
were admitted to out-of-home 
care at a rate of 12.8 per 1,000 
children, nine times the rate for 
non-Indigenous children. 65% of 
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander 
children placed in out-of-home 
care were placed with relatives 
in kinship care, other Indigenous 
caregivers or in Indigenous 
residential care27.

Child abuse and neglect in 
Australia is an urgent issue, 
and the increase in instances 
highlights the real and serious 
need for well-funded, evidenced-
based early intervention strategies 
that target specific population 
groups. Providing support to 
families to reduce risk is essential. 
The lack of a national child 
protection scheme means that 
some children are falling through 
the cracks.
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Health
A society should be measured by the health and wellbeing 
of our children. Health does not just refer to physical 
health, but also includes meeting psychological and 
emotional needs. 

Good health is an essential part of a child’s quality of life. Healthy children 
are much more likely to enjoy a positive path of growth and development. 

Children’s health is closely linked to the social environment in which they 
live. Differences in socioeconomic position translate into inequalities in 
child development. These differences emerge from birth and grow larger 
as children get older. 

The access to prevention and treatment services to address any 
emerging health or developmental concerns is also an important part 
of a child’s health and wellbeing.
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The First 
Thousand Days
There is a growing body of 
evidence that highlights the 
importance of prenatal health 
in ensuring children are given 
the best change at life. 

Research shows that disadvantage 
can be passed down through 
generations at a cellular level28. 
What this means is that a child’s 
biology can be affected by things it 
experiences within the womb. This 
can include prolonged exposure 
to stress or the adverse effects 
of poverty.

This is why practitioners are 
increasingly focusing on early 
intervention strategies that focus 
on the first thousand days of 
a child’s life – from conception 
to their second birthday.  
When children do not feel safe, 
calm and protected, or are exposed 
to stress, the child’s brain places an 
emphasis on developing pathways 
that are associated with survival 
rather than on pathways that 
are essential to future learning 
and growth29. 

Not all changes that occur 
within the first thousand days 
are permanent, but as children 
grow their ability to alter or make 
up for the negative experiences 
and environments within the 
first thousand days becomes 
more challenging30. 

To give children the best possible 
start to life, we need to be focusing 
on children before they are born 
and make sure that parents 
are equipped and supported to 
care for them. 

Physical Health
For children and young people 
to grow up healthy, it is important 
they are physically active and 
eat nutritious foods every day.  
Physical activity not only has 
physiological benefits, but also 
can help children improve their 
mood and self-esteem.

The vast majority of Australian 
children and young people are not 
getting enough physical activity. 
In 2014–15, less than one-quarter 
of Australian children aged between 
5–14 met the national physical 
activity recommendations every 
day; and just over one-quarter 
(26%) of children aged 5–14 
were classified as overweight or 
obese (19% as overweight and 
7.1% as obese31).

At the same time, only 2.5% of 
children aged 5–14 ate enough fruit 
and vegetables as recommended in 
the Australian Dietary Guidelines. 
70% ate the recommended 2 daily 
serves of fruit but only 2.9% 
ate the recommended serves 
of vegetables daily32. 

Australia also has growing rates 
of tooth decay in children, with 
more than 26,000 Australians 
under the age of 15 admitted 
to hospital to treat tooth decay 
every year33. Results from a 2018 
Royal Children’s Hospital Child 
Health Poll revealed that one in 
three children were not brushing 
their teeth twice a day34. 

Mental Health
Childhood and adolescence 
is a period of great change for 
all young people and can entail 
a range of physical, social, 
emotional challenges. It is 
a time when young people are 
establishing their identities, 
seeking greater independence, 
transitioning into adulthood and 
often facing pressures from both 
school and social environments. 
It is also the peak age of onset 
for many mental health disorders.

Research has found that half of all 
lifetime mental health disorders 
emerge by age 14 and three 
quarters by age 2435.

Mental illness contributes to 
45% of the global burden of 
disease among those aged 10 
to 24 years36. Mental health 
disorders experienced in 
adolescence can affect someone’s 
wellbeing, functioning and 
development. In particular, they 
have been shown to be associated 
with lower academic achievement, 
unemployment, poor social 
functioning and substance abuse.

Children and young people are 
increasingly under pressure from 
themselves, their families, their 
schools, as well as the broader 
community. The desire to succeed 
and fit in can have a significant 
mental toll. When asked, young 
people listed bullying and stress as 
the two biggest impacts on their 
mental health37. There has been 
little change in the prevalence 
of child and adolescent mental 
health disorders in Australia over 
the past decade, despite increased 
investment in resources38. 

Mental health disorders also 
put individuals at greater risk 
of intentional self-harm and 
suicide. Suicide accounts for one 
third of all deaths among young 
people aged 15–24 years, making 
it the leading cause of death for 
this age group.

Young people are also concerned 
about their access to mental 
health services. This is particularly 
true for those living in rural and 
remote Australia. Finding services 
that are appropriate and cost 
effective can be challenging39. As a 
result, young people are frequently 
turning online to try to diagnose 
and manage symptoms. 
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Learning
Participating and engaging in learning and formal 
education from an early age are central to a child’s 
development. Completing schooling and higher levels 
of education (particularly obtaining tertiary level 
qualifications) offers more employment opportunities 
and better outcomes, such as higher relative earnings. 
Low school attainment and poor engagement with 
school can lead to poorer outcomes in life, including 
unemployment, poverty and social exclusion.

Learning is a continuous process that we take with us throughout our lives. 
Children and young people learn through a variety of experiences, from 
formal education to experiences within their homes and communities.

Education is frequently cited to be the number one priority for children 
and young people, who see it as their gateway to opportunity. We need 
to uphold the right of children to receive quality and appropriate education 
from a wide range of sources in order for them to reach their full potential 
and maximise their life opportunities. 

“ I like school, all my friends are here 
and I like to learn new things”
RUBY, 7
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Early Childhood
Early childhood education 
and care plays an important role 
in a child’s cognitive and social 
development. Participation in 
early childhood education has 
been found to improve children’s 
development, particularly their 
social and language skills. 

The availability of child care not only 
has positive impacts for children, 
but also supports the workforce 
participation of parents. For children 
living in rural or remote areas, or for 
families on low incomes, it can be 
difficult to find affordable childcare. 
This can have a significant impact 
on a family’s wellbeing40.

Children who have a positive start 
to school are more likely to engage 
well and experience success later 
in life. Low school attainment and 
poor engagement with school can 
lead to poorer outcomes across 
a child’s life, including poverty 
and social exclusion41.

Participation in preschool in 
Australia is continuing to rise. 
In 2018, there were 342,479 
children aged 4 or 5 years old 
enrolled in a preschool program 
in Australia. Of these, 18,253 
were Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander children42. 

School
School environments that are 
safe, supportive, and culturally 
aware are essential to child 
development, as is having quality 
teaching staff.

“ School is fine. 
Sometimes the teachers 
don’t know as much as 
you’d like them to”
JAXON, 13

All Australian children must 
attend school until they complete 
Year 10. Young people must then 
participate in full-time education, 
employment or training (or a mix 
of these) until they are 17. 

Reflecting this, most (91%) people 
aged 15–24 were engaged in 
education and/or employment 
in 2016. As well, more young 
Australians aged 20–24 are 
completing Year 12, or its 
equivalent, than a decade ago. 
The Year 12 completion rates 
for young Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people have risen 
over the past decade43.

In terms of school retention, 
most young people (84%) 
complete year 12. This number 
is slightly higher (88%) for females 
than it is for males (81%) and varies 
depending on whether young 
people are attending school in a 
rural or metropolitan area44.

For Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students, the retention 
rate to year 12 is significantly lower, 
sitting at 60%. The gap however is 
reducing thanks in part to a COAG 
commitment to raise the rate of 
year 12 attainment to 90%.

Apprenticeships 
and Traineeships
Formal school-based learning 
is not always the most appropriate 
educational option for all students. 
Apprenticeships and traineeships 
continue to be a well-established 
part of the education and 
training system.

As at 30 September 2016, there 
were 278,500 apprentices and 
trainees in training—a decrease 
of 5.7% 12 months earlier. In 2015, 
the majority (74%) of apprentices 
and trainees aged 15–24 were 
male, 4.9% were Indigenous, and 
1.9% were people with disability 
(including impairment or long-
term condition)45,46.

The Importance of 
School and Training in 
Building Relationships
The impact that school has on 
the lives of children and young 
people cannot be understated. 
Children and young people 
spend a significant portion of 
their lives in  formal education, 
forming bonds with others. 
The relationships children and 
young people form during school 
are some of the most important 
in their lives. These relationships 
can have real social, emotional 
and psychological impact. 

Understanding how important 
these relationships are and how 
difficult it is for young people when 
they are not functioning is crucial 
if we are to help them navigate 
through this period of their lives.

On the World Stage
When ranked internationally, 
Australia’s performance in 
recent years has been mixed. 
When compared to 35 other OECD 
countries in literacy and numeracy 
in 2015 Australia ranked poorly, 
with average scores decreasing 
significantly since 200347.  
In addition, Australia was ranked 
39 out of 41 European Union and 
OECD countries in levels of quality 
and inclusion education for 
children in a 2018 UNICEF report.

On a more positive note, the school 
enrolment rate for 5–14 year old 
students in Australia is one of the 
highest among OECD and partner 
countries, as well as having one of 
the highest graduate employment 
rates in the world.

In 2018, there were 3.9 million Australian children enrolled in 9,477 schools55.

 — 65.7% were enrolled in government schools 

 — 19.7% in catholic schools, and 

 — 14.6% in independent schools.
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Belonging
A positive sense of culture and identity is central to the 
wellbeing of all children. It is important for children to know 
who they are, where they come from, and to feel connected 
to their culture. This feeling of belonging includes having 
a sense of spiritual wellbeing.  

Positive cultural identities are particularly important for children from 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and other culturally and linguistically 
diverse families. 

What does belonging mean to you?

 — “To be part of something” – Xanthe, 14

 — “To be comfortable, to not be alone” – Jaxon, 13

 — “Being people with I love makes me feel like I belong” – Rachel, 12

 — “Where your happiness is and where you enjoy yourself” – Callum, 8
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Being Included
Inclusion is at the heart of 
belonging. When a child has 
a sense of belonging, they thrive 
because they feel safe, nurtured 
and valued. Every child is unique 
and has individual needs and 
aspirations. It is these things that 
give children their sense of identity 
and sense of self.

Being included means that a child 
has opportunities to participate 
in society, connect with families, 
friends and local community, deal 
with personal crises, and be heard48.

All children deserve to have 
the same access to these 
opportunities regardless of their 
circumstances. We know however 
that there are some barriers to 
inclusion for children and young 
people. Children from different 
cultures, Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander children, children 
living with a disability, and 
children experiencing material 
deprivation all report feelings 
of social exclusion and isolation. 
In addition, children growing up 
in rural or remote Australia can 
also be affected. The ability to 
participate and be heard has 
a significant impact on a child’s 
feeling of belonging. 

Recent research from the 
Australian National University 
highlights how far we have 
to come in terms of addressing 
racial discrimination within 
our education system. Of the 
students surveyed, 60% reported 
witnessing racial discrimination by 
other students, and 11% strongly 
agreed that their peers would 
think badly of them if they ate 
lunch with a student from a 
different background49.

Identity and Culture
Identity is unique to each 
individual, and defines who people 
are, what shapes their interests 
and how they come to view the 
people and events around them. 
Some aspects of identity are 
permanent, and others change 
throughout life. The foundational 
sense of who we are is profoundly 
important. Identity is aligned with 
belonging, the sense of feeling 
included and secure in the social 
settings (family, community, early 
childhood services and schools) 
that are part of everyday life.

From birth, relationships are 
at the foundation of children’s 
identity. Who am I? Where do I 
fit in? How do others see me and 
relate to me? These questions are 
at the core of identity formation. 
In order to form a strong sense of 
self, children need to build secure 
relationships first within families 
and then with caring, attentive 
adults and other children in the 
places they spend time.

When children have positive 
experiences of relationship 
and place from birth, they can 
develop a strong sense of security, 
identity and belonging. They can 
construct a positive image of 
themselves, and behave as secure, 
significant, respected individuals. 
As children build self-identity 
and a sense of belonging, they 
reach out and communicate the 
need for comfort, assistance and 
companionship.

The learning of first or home 
languages has a significant role 
in the construction of a child’s 
identity. This is supported when 
children engage with services that 
respect cultures and languages.

For Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander children, connections 
to Country support their identity, 
including through learning on 
Country in the natural world. 
Family and community are 
valuable sources of cultural 
knowledge.

Children who have a strong 
sense of identity feel comfortable 
within local, social and cultural 
practices important in their lives. 
Children feel safe and secure and 
experience close attachment 
and kinship with those close to 
them – parents, grandparents, 
family groups, caregivers and 
friends. Children are supported 
to act with self-confidence and 
autonomy while also recognising 
the interdependence of their 
social groups and their place 
as a valued member.

Connection
Being physically and emotionally 
connected to others is critical 
for the development of children and 
young people. This connection is 
an important part of how we form 
our identity, as well as an important 
part of how we learn to function 
in the world. 

School, sport, and other 
recreational activities provide 
the opportunity for children and 
young people to share space 
and share experiences and learn 
skills. Increasingly, children and 
young people are finding and 
creating spaces online and in 
their neighbourhoods to share 
and learn. 
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Hopes  
and Dreams
If we want to build a better world for children 
and young people, we need to listen to them and 
think deeply about the issues they care about.

Life for young people in Australia is increasingly complex, and they are 
connected to a range of issues and influences that impact their lives. 
Young people and children deeply care about a wide range of issues 
that affects them as individuals, but also the broader community. 
Young people are the fastest growing group of people actively engaging 
in both volunteer and advocacy work – their participation is growing 
three times faster than any other age group.

While it is easy to think that young people might be cynical about the 
future of the world, their hopes and dreams remain cautiously optimistic, 
believing that it is possible to create the future they want. 
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What Do Young 
People Value?
In the 2018 Mission Australia 
Youth Survey, young people 
were asked how much they 
valued family relationships, 
financial security, friendships 
(other than family), getting a job, 
physical health, mental health 
and school or study satisfaction. 
The responses were consistent 
with previous years: family 
relationships, friendships (other 
than family) and school or study 
satisfaction were again ranked 
as young people’s three most 
highly valued items (83.7%, 
81.8% and 71.8 % respectively)50. 

“ I’d like to be a nurse, or 
maybe a scientist” 
RUBY, 7

In terms of issues of personal 
concerns, young people were asked 
to rank how concerned they had 
been about a number of issues over 
the past 12 months. The responses 
were consistent: coping with stress 
and school or study problems 
ranking the highest, with four in ten 
respondents indicating they were 
extremely concerned about their 
ability to cope with stress.

What Social Issues 
Do Young People 
Care About?
One of the most significant 
pressing issues for young people 
is mental health. When surveyed 
by the ABC in 2018, 54% of young 
people listed mental health in 
their top three concerns51.

Young people also deeply 
care about the environment. 
When surveyed by Plan 
International in 2018, 90% of 
young Australians stated that they 
do not believe the Government 
is doing enough to address 
climate change52. Young people 
in Australia have recently joined 
with others around the world 
to organise protests in the name 
of  environmental action.

Young people care about issues 
relating to gender and sexuality. 
From feminism to gender 
representation, queer issues and 
domestic violence, young people 
want the government to be doing 
more to work for recognition 
and equality53. 

Other issues that catch the 
attention of Australia’s young 
people include the cost of housing, 
education, transport, and broader 
human rights issues (such as 
LGBTIQ rights and the rights 
of refugees and asylum seekers)54.

A child’s race, religion, the 
socio-economic status of their 
family or their geographic location 
should not stop them from living 
a happy and healthy life. 

All Australian children and young 
people should be able to live in 
places they are proud of and 
be recognised for the ideas, 
perspectives, enthusiasm, skills 
and value to society they bring. 
A community that involves the 
voices of children and young people 
as functioning and participatin 
members of society will thrive.

“ Just a better world, 
for everyone” 
XAVIER, 15

“ I’m really worried about the future 
of the planet. We are not doing enough. 
There might not even be a planet 
to live on in 50 years time” 
YASMIN, 16
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Action
For many Australian children, life is full of positive 
experiences shared with people they care about and who 
care about them in return.

They are learning, developing, and are hopeful for the future – even in 
the face of global challenges such as climate change. Many are learning 
the lessons of resilience, laying solid and supportive foundations for their 
lives ahead.

This is as it should be. Australia is one of the wealthiest nations in the 
world. We also enjoy rich cultural dimensions and values that appreciate 
that happiness is not always a product of wealth. Our children and young 
people should be thriving. 

Sadly, not all of them are. 

Baptist Care Australia calls on governments, service providers, 
communities and churches to take action to address some of the most 
urgent needs of Australian children. By acting together, we can help 
stop the serious early problems that can hold children back throughout 
their lives. 



Prevention and Early 
Intervention
Many of the health and social 
problems Australia currently faces 
are preventable. 

The evidence is clear that early 
childhood and adolescence offers 
a crucial window of opportunity 
to build strong foundations that 
will equip children and young 
people to cope with adversity as 
well as reduce the risk of a wide 
range of public health concerns. 
Not only are prevention and early 
intervention strategies effective 
at reducing the risk of problems 
occurring in the first place, they 
also have a demonstrable return 
on investment. 

Baptist Care Australia is calling 
on the Australian government 
to take real leadership in the 
development of a framework 
that supports and encourages 
prevention and early intervention 
measures. This framework needs 
to be appropriately funded to 
ensure programs have continuity 
and the flexibility to support 
different cohorts at different times.  
Initiatives that focus on prevention 
within the first thousand days of a 
child’s life needs to be prioritised. 

All children deserve a safety net of 
well-funded services that support 
their diverse needs.  Where 
prevention is not possible, we need 
a strong framework that supports 
early intervention, where initiatives 
can be targeted and intensified 
as necessary.

We need a strong system which 
is built around the wellbeing of 
children and the common needs 
of families. Preventing problems 
before they occur, and responding 
early to issues that have long-term 
consequences. The system must 
also involve building capacity 
and be focused on initiatives 
that deliver interventions 
that are evidenced based and 
real outcomes.

Tackling Poverty
More than 700,000 Australian 
children are living in poverty, and 
the damaging effects of poverty 
on children often reverberates 
throughout their lives. The vast 
majority of these children are 
living in families where one or both 
parents are experiencing long-
term unemployment.

The Federal government can 
reduce the number of Australian 
children living in poverty by: 

 — Committing to reducing poverty 
by at least 50 per cent by 2030, 
in line with the Sustainable 
Development Goals

 — Increasing social security 
payments for families, including 
for single parents

 — Establishing a single parent 
supplement that increases as 
children grow older and they cost 
more to support

 — Indexing working age and family 
payments to wage movements as 
well as prices

 — Improving employment 
and training programs for 
single parents, including 
career counselling and 
vocational training

 — Guaranteeing secure affordable 
housing, including working with 
state and territory governments 
to abolish no-cause evictions

 — Restoring two days of weekly 
subsidised child care available to 
parents not in paid employment.

Safe At Home
Rapid recent increases in children 
being placed in out-of-home 
care is a national crisis. Many 
State governments are taking 
action, but reform is far too slow 
for thousands of children and 
the number of children in care is 
continuing to rise. 

All governments need to focus their 
efforts to prevent the problems 
that result in children going into 
out-of-home care. Prevention and 
early intervention efforts need to 
be turbo-charged so that children 
are not exposed to abuse and 
neglect in the first place. 

 — Adopt a public health approach 
to the wellbeing of children and 
families by extending universal 
access to services such as early 
childhood education

 — Focus intensive effort and 
resources on prevention and early 
intervention to support families 
at risk before child protection 
services are required.

Communities, churches and 
families have a role to play in 
prevention and early intervention 
for families in crisis. But to properly 
address this widespread crisis, 
governments must take up the 
challenge and take action.
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What the 
Baptists  
are Doing
The Baptist movement in Australia includes 
1000 churches in communities across every federal 
electorate, and independent agencies supporting 
vulnerable people in Australia and overseas. 

The wellbeing of children and families is close to the heart of the Baptist 
movement. We understand and deeply value the central importance 
of healthy families in forming happy and flourishing humans of all 
ages. This is reflected in the importance of activities and programs 
in churches for children and young people that support learning, 
socialising and spiritual growth.

Churches also run services for children in their local communities 
– playgroups, childcare centres, and community-led schools. 
Baptist Care organisations support parents and children who are 
experiencing hardship, offering material and other supports that 
offer a lifeline in times of trouble. Baptist Care organisations also 
seek to help families move out of poverty in communities in Australia 
and developing nations.

Baptist Care Australia is a national network of community service 
organisations caring for vulnerable and at-risk people in communities 
around the country. An important part of this work focuses on children, 
young people and families, supporting them in times of crisis and 
hardship, and helping them achieve their goals.

The work of Baptist Care Australia member organisations supports 
children and families who have experienced violence, poverty, and 
broken relationships through counselling, practical support and secure, 
affordable housing. Working specifically with children, services include 
out-of-home care programs, at-risk youth programs and alternative 
schooling for children who have not succeeded in mainstream 
education. Member organisations are also trialling comprehensive 
place-based family support approaches and are researching how early 
intervention initiatives have an impact on the lives of the people they 
support and care for.
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