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Foreword from the Minister for Families,
Community Services and Indigenous Affairs

Growing Up in Australia: the Longitudinal Study of Aus-
tralian Children, is an exciting and important social
policy research project that is providing high quality
data to better understand children’s development 
in Australia’s current social, economic and cultural
environment.

The Government is committed to understand how fam-
ilies can give their children “the best start in life” to help them grow up strong.

Growing Up in Australia is the first comprehensive national study examining Aus-
tralian children as they grow up, and with each wave of data collected, knowl-
edge and understanding of children’s development will increase in breadth and
scope. The objective of Growing Up in Australia is to provide an evidence base
for family and children’s policy over the long term as part of the Australian 
Government’s Stronger Families and Communities Strategy initiative.

I would like to thank Professor Alan Hayes and his team at the Australian Insti-
tute of Family Studies for their continuing dedication to delivering such a high
quality product for social and policy research.

The release of Wave 1.5 data builds upon the Australian Government’s com-
mitment to providing quality data as an evidence base for social policy in 
Australia. By funding and promoting Growing Up in Australia, the Australian 
Government Department of Families, Community Services and Indigenous
Affairs, in partnership with the Australian Institute of Family Studies, has estab-
lished itself in a position of significant leadership in Australian social research.

This year the Department of Families, Community Services and Indigenous
Affairs has helped to build the evidence base by commissioning research that
uses Growing Up in Australia data to examine a range of issues relating to chil-
dren and families, such as the use of child care, children’s health and develop-
ment, parenting and work-family life balance, to assist in developing policies
that will improve the lives of Australians.

Growing Up in Australia has already made a valuable contribution to research
into aspects of Australia’s children and families and I look forward to an ever
greater wealth of knowledge that will become available as further waves of data
are collected and released.

The Hon. Mal Brough MP
Minister for Families, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs

The Hon. Mal Brough MP

Minister’s foreword
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Understanding the impact of Australia’s unique social
and cultural environment on the next generation of
Australians is crucial to the future of Australia. Growing
Up in Australia: the Longitudinal Study of Australian
Children is designed to provide this information and,
following the release of the first wave of data in 2005,
is beginning to realise this potential. 

This report marks the end of a productive year for Grow-
ing Up in Australia. As I write, the fieldwork for Wave 2
is being conducted. Given the tight timelines for Wave

2, this has represented a significant challenge for those involved in Growing Up
in Australia. I’m pleased to report the challenge has been met successfully.

With analysis of the Wave 1 data now well underway, it is encouraging to see
that the information collected in this study is already being used. Researchers
are examining the data to further our understanding about what children’s lives
are like and what they do in their early years and how these might influence
later life outcomes. Data from future waves of the study will undoubtedly add
to the depth of analysis possible with Growing Up in Australia.

The success of Growing Up in Australia is the result of the contributions of many
people. I would like to acknowledge the commitment and contribution of the
families who have generously given their time to participate in Growing Up in
Australia. Without the time, experience and insight they have given and con-
tinue to share with us, the Growing Up in Australia study would not be possible.
The commitment to Growing Up in Australia shown by the Australian Govern-
ment Department of Families, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs has
been outstanding and I want to thank them for their continuing support of the
study.

Growing Up in Australia has also benefited from the knowledge and skill of many,
including the Consortium Advisory Group, other consultants and both data col-
lection agencies – I-view (as the data collector for Wave 1) and the Australian
Bureau of Statistics (as the data collector for Waves 2-4). The collaborative nature
of the partnerships between these parties and Growing Up in Australia has been
a highlight and has added to the wealth of expertise that already exists among
those involved with the development of the study.

Professor Alan Hayes
Director

Australian Institute of Family Studies

Professor Alan Hayes

Director’s foreword
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Growing Up in Australia is the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (also known
as LSAC). This study is following two representative cohorts of children and their fam-
ilies, recruited when the children were aged 0-1 years (B or infant cohort) or 4-5 years
(K or child cohort).

The main activities since the previous Annual Report have been those associated with
the release of Wave 1 data, the conduct of a between-waves mail-out (‘Wave 1.5’) and
preparation for and commencement of the second wave of data collection.

Dissemination

The first wave of data from Growing Up in Australia was released in May 2005. The level
of interest in the data from the research community continues to grow. The confi-
dentialised files are available to approved researchers and there are now over 90
researchers who have been granted access to the data. The number of publications
using Growing Up in Australia data has increased. The Growing Up in Australia bibliog-
raphy (pages 38-41) lists articles in refereed journals and a large number of conference
papers and presentations undertaken since the last Annual Report.

Family Matters, the Institute’s peer reviewed journal, has contained articles featuring
Growing Up in Australia analyses. For example, Issue 72 (Summer 2005) contained arti-
cles on the relationship between childhood injuries and family type, neighbourhood
influences on children’s wellbeing, work-family balance, child care, the role of grand-
parents in children’s lives, and children’s temperament and adjustment.

The Australian Government Department of Families, Community Services and Indige-
nous Affairs has commissioned a number of papers and reports based on data from
Wave 1 of Growing Up in Australia. Details are included on page 40. Four major reports
due for release in the near future are:

Parenting and families in Australia;
Mothers, fathers, children and work;
How well are Australian infants and 4-5 year old children doing?; and
Child care in Australia.

Included in this Annual Report are a number of short articles, based on the Growing
Up in Australia data, including sections from relevant Family Matters articles and high-
lights from some of the commissioned reports. 

Wave 1.5

Wave 1.5 was conducted midway between Waves 1 and 2 (about a year after Wave 1) and
consisted of a mail-back questionnaire that was distributed to the Growing Up in Australia
families, along with a newsletter containing updates on the study. Information was 
collected on how the study child and their families were doing. It also assisted in main-
taining contact with respondents and retaining them in the study.

The questionnaires for both cohorts included questions about the study child’s
health, behaviour, development and education/child care. Information was also 
collected about stressful life events experienced by the family as well as parental mental

Overview of 2005-06
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health. Parents were also asked what they liked about their child. The B cohort ques-
tionnaire included questions about service utilisation, parental employment history,
and the use of maternity and other leave following the birth of the study child and
return to employment (described in more detail below). The questionnaires for both
cohorts also asked study families to confirm their contact details and asked about
intentions to move house prior to the Wave 2 interviews.

A novel feature of Wave 1.5 was the option for study families to complete the 
questionnaire online. However, only 7 per cent of respondents used this facility.

The Parental Leave in Australia Survey

The B cohort questionnaire included detailed questions on parental employment and
leave around the time of the birth of the study child. This nested component of Wave
1.5, entitled ‘The Parental Leave in Australia Survey’, was funded by an Australian
Research Council grant held by Dr Gillian Whitehouse (University of Queensland), Dr
Marian Baird (University of Sydney) and Dr Chris Diamond (University of Queensland).

This nested study was designed to redress the lack of information available on issues
such as the number of pregnant women in paid work, the proportion eligible for 
52 weeks unpaid parental leave, take-up rates of paid and unpaid parental leave, and
women’s patterns of return to work following the birth of a child. Some initial find-
ings from The Parental Leave in Australia Survey are presented later in the Annual Report.

Response rate

The overall response rate to the Wave 1.5 questionnaire was 70.6 per cent (3,573) for
the B cohort and 72.6 per cent (3,594) for the K cohort, giving an overall response rate
of 71.7 per cent. Updated contact details were obtained for 80 per cent of the families
in the study.

The lowest response rates to the Wave 1.5 questionnaire were from Indigenous 
participants (44 per cent), lone parents (53 per cent), Parent 1’s (the parent who knew
their child best) with poor spoken English (58 per cent), Parent 1’s who hadn’t 
completed Year 12 (62 per cent) and Parent 1’s who speak a language other than 
English at home (63 per cent). The differences in the response rates for these groups
were statistically significant.

The extent of differences in the characteristics of the families that returned the 
Wave 1.5 questionnaire and the full Wave 1 sample was tested by comparing the 
characteristics of Wave 1 and Wave 1.5 respondents (Table 1). Despite the differences
in response from particular sub-populations, the characteristics of the Wave 1 and 
Wave 1.5 samples were generally similar, indicating that non-response had only a small
impact on overall sample composition. The largest differences in sample composition,
between Wave 1.5 and Wave 1, were greater proportions of families with higher levels
of parental educational attainment and income for the Wave 1.5 sample.
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Table 1 Wave 1 characteristics of families responding to the Wave 1.5 questionnaire 
compared with the characteristics of the full Wave 1 sample (unweighted data) (a)

Wave 1 characteristics B cohort K cohort  
Wave 1.5 Wave 1 Wave 1.5 Wave 1 
no. % no. % no. % no. % 

Gender 
Male 1,849 51.8 2,614 51.2 1,846 51.4 2,537 50.9 
Female 1,724 48.3 2,493 48.8 1,748 48.6 2,446 49.1 
Age range of children (b)

B cohort K cohort
3-5 months 51-53 months 416 11.6 570 11.2 380 10.6 526 10.6 
6-11 months 54-59 months 2,631 73.6 3,737 73.2 2,614 72.7 3,59 72.1 
12-14 months 60-62 months 503 14.1 751 14.7 564 15.7 800 16.1 

15-19 months 63-67 months 23 0.6 49 1.0 36 1.0 66 1.3 

Family type     
Couple family: 3,339 93.5 4,630 90.7 3,208 89.3 4,286 86.0 
- both biological 3,322 93.0 4,599 90.1 3,132 87.2 4130 82.9 
- other (e.g. step/blended) 17 0.5 31 0.6 76 2.1 156 3.1 
Single parent family 234 6.5 477 9.3 386 10.7 697 14.0 

Siblings     
Only child 1,431 40.1 2,018 39.5 381 10.6 571 11.5 
One sibling 1,370 38.3 1,877 36.8 1,848 51.4 2,412 48.4 
Two or more siblings 772 21.6 1,212 23.7 1,365 38.0 2,000 40.1 

Cultural background     
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander 94 2.6 230 4.5 89 2.5 187 3.8 
Mother speaks a language other 444 12.4 740 14.5 497 13.9 778 15.7 
than English at home 

Work status     
Both parents or lone parent work 1,844 51.8 2,439 47.9 2,119 59.1 2,757 55.5 
One parent works (in couple family) 1,451 40.7 2,077 40.8 1,181 32.9 1,631 32.8 
No parent works 268 7.5 577 11.3 288 8.0 578 11.6 

Educational status     
Mother completed Year 12 2,623 73.5 3,410 66.9 2,251 63.1 2,896 58.6 
Father completed Year 12 2,019 61.4 2,657 58.5 1,780 55.8 2,244 52.7 

Parents’ combined income     
Less than $800 per week 881 25.9 1,533 31.7 816 24.1 1,361 29.2 
$800-1,499 per week 1,467 43.1 1,980 41.0 1,269 37.5 1,735 37.2 
$1,500 or more per week 1,055 31.0 1,322 27.3 1,302 38.4 1,567 33.6 

State     
New South Wales 1,103 30.9 1,615 31.6 1,129 31.4 1,573 31.6 
Victoria 895 25.1 1,251 24.5 918 25.5 1,245 25.0 
Queensland 716 20.0 1,054 20.6 701 19.5 988 19.8 
South Australia 266 7.4 347 6.8 237 6.6 339 6.8 
Western Australia 369 10.3 533 10.4 368 10.2 507 10.2 
Tasmania 80 2.2 113 2.2 104 2.9 136 2.7 
Northern Territory 55 1.5 87 1.7 53 1.5 82 1.7 
Australian Capital Territory 89 2.5 107 2.1 84 2.3 113 2.3 

Region     
Capital City Statistical Division 2,288 64.0 3,194 62.5 2,256 62.8 3,095 62.1 
Balance of state 1,285 36.0 1,913 37.5 1,338 37.3 1,888 37.9 

Number of observations 3,573 5,107 3,594 4,983  

(a) See the 2004 Annual Report for details on how the Wave 1 sample composition compared to the ABS 2001 Population
Census data for children aged 0 and 4 years.
(b) Age range of children at Wave 1.
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Maintaining participation and contact with study families

The success of longitudinal studies relies on the retention of study participants across
the waves of the study. A number of strategies are being used to maintain contact with
children and their families, and to encourage participants to update their contact
details when necessary. Strategies include:

obtaining several types of contact information for both parents (for example, phone
and email addresses, contact details for extended family or friends);
sending regular newsletters to study families;
giving families mementos that have details of the study’s freecall 1800 number and
email address;
providing families with change of address cards; and
including a section in the Wave 1.5 questionnaire for updating contact details. 

We also keep in touch with the study families by sending birthday cards to the study
children. A 2006 Growing up in Australia calendar, featuring children’s drawings of their
families, was sent in December 2005, along with a newsletter.

Wave 2 design and questionnaires

Wave 2 development commenced in late 2004 and was finalised in early 2006. The
first phase of data collection for Wave 2 was undertaken in October and November
2005, with over 400 families interviewed. The main second wave of data collection is
being conducted during April to November 2006. A major improvement to the data
collection is the use of computer assisted interviewing rather than the paper and pencil
forms used in Wave 1. This will increase the accuracy of the data collected.

Information about the study child and their family is being collected via:

a computer assisted interview with the parent who knows the child best (Parent 1);
a short self-complete form completed by Parent 1 while the interviewer is in the
home;
leave behind self-complete questionnaire(s) for (both) resident parents;
two 24-hour time use diaries recording how the study child spends their day; 
a self-complete questionnaire for non-resident parents (where the resident parent
agrees to provide contact details for this parent);
physical measurements of the child (weight, height and girth); and
questionnaires sent to child carers (B cohort) and teachers (K cohort). 

In addition, for the K cohort children, who are aged 6-7 years at Wave 2, there are:

direct assessments of language and cognitive development administered by the
interviewer to the child; and
a series of questions that the interviewer asks the child directly about school and
the child’s feelings in general.
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Wave 2 fieldwork

The fieldwork for Wave 2 is being conducted by the Australian Bureau of Statistics
(ABS). About 150 interviewers were trained in seven training courses conducted during
March and April 2006. Feedback from interviewers indicated that families had been
looking forward to the Wave 2 interviews and that the retention of the sample between
Waves 1 and 2 will be high, with many of those who did not respond to Wave 1.5
responding to Wave 2. Wave 2 data will be released in 2007.

Looking ahead to Wave 3

Work began on the development of Wave 3 in early 2006 and will be completed in
2007. 

Design teams, convened by members of the Consortium Advisory Group and com-
prised of experts from academic, research and government agencies, have been
formed to work on content in the areas of health, education, child care, family func-
tioning, child functioning and socio-demographics. Most members of these teams also
worked on Wave 1 content. 

Fieldwork for Wave 3 is scheduled to commence in March 2008.

Notes

All data are from Growing Up in Australia Wave 1 unless otherwise stated.
Weighted data have been used unless otherwise stated.
Data in tables may not add to 100 per cent due to rounding error.
The SEIFA measures referenced in the following articles are the 2001 Socio-Economic
Indices for Areas, produced by the Australian Bureau of Statistics.
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Wave 1.5 provides the first opportunity to analyse Growing Up in Australia as a 
longitudinal dataset.

The analyses that follow are presented to give an example of the type of changes that
are occurring in the course of one year in the children’s lives. All cross-wave analyses
in this section include only those respondents who responded to the relevant ques-
tion at both Wave 1 and Wave 1.5. This eliminates differences between the sample at
each wave as an explanation for differences over time.

Changes since Wave 1 

Change is certainly a part of life. Most families (about 80 per cent of the B cohort and
70 per cent of the K cohort) experienced an important life event, such as a change in
job or working hours, the birth of a child, or death of a close friend or relative, in the
12 months prior to Wave 1.5 (which is roughly the time between Waves 1 and 1.5)
(see Figure 1).

The most common event was changing jobs or returning to work (34 per cent of the
B cohort and 26 per cent of the K cohort parents). The next most common event was
pregnancy or the birth of a child for the B cohort (25 per cent) and increased work
hours (25 per cent for the B cohort and 22 per cent for the K cohort parents). Moving
house was also common (20 per cent for the B cohort and 14 per cent for the K cohort)
and the death of someone close to the family (about 16 per cent for both cohorts).

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35

None of the above

Started living with a new partner/spouse

Been away from home a lot

Separated from a partner/spouse

Sought work unsuccessfully for more than
 1 month

Lost a job

Suffered a serious illness, injury or assault

Decreased work hours

Had a member of family or close friend die

Moved house

Increased work hours

Became pregnant or had a baby

Changed jobs or returned to work

B cohort
K cohort

Percent

Figure 1 Life events that happened to child’s (resident) parents in 
12 months prior to Wave 1.5

Changes in working
situations were the
most common type
of change for 
families in the 
previous year.

Highlights from Wave 1.5
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Almost half of the
parents changed
their rating of their
child’s health
between waves.

Child’s overall health rating 

Overall, parents’ ratings of their children’s health were slightly lower in Wave 1.5 than
in Wave 1 (Figure 2). This was true for both cohorts. There was a decrease in the pro-
portion of parents rating their child’s health as excellent and an almost corresponding
increase in the proportion of parents who rated the child’s health as very good. At the
other end of the scale, however, slightly fewer parents rated their child’s health as fair
or poor at Wave 1.5.

The above figure compares the overall health ratings for each cohort at each point in
time. This aggregate actually masks considerable change at the individual level. If the
child health rating is compared for each child at Wave 1 and Wave 1.5, more than half
of the parents (53 per cent for the B cohort and 58 per cent for the K cohort) did not
change their ratings between waves. However, 27 per cent of the B cohort and 24 per
cent of the K cohort gave their child’s health a lower rating at Wave 1.5, and just under
20 per cent for both cohorts gave their child’s health a higher rating at Wave 1.5. Future
analyses will identify factors involved in both improvements and deteriorations in
child health over this 12 month period.

Sleep problems

At each wave, about 50 per cent of B cohort parents and 70 percent of K cohort parents
stated that their child’s sleeping pattern or habits was not a problem for them (Figure 3).
However, parents in the B cohort reported that, on average, their child’s sleeping pattern
or habits was more of a problem at ages 1-2 years than at ages 0-1 years, with more par-
ents reporting that sleeping caused a small problem and fewer reporting that it did not
cause a problem. In contrast, for the K cohort overall, the study child’s sleeping pattern
or habits was causing less of a problem for parents at Wave 1.5, with more parents report-
ing that it was not a problem and fewer parents reporting that their child’s sleep caused
small, moderate and large problems.
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When these data are examined at the individual child level, we find that the sleeping
patterns or habits for 35 per cent of the B cohort and 58 per cent of the K cohort caused
no problems for the parent at either wave. For 7 per cent of the B cohort and 3 per
cent of the K cohort, the child’s sleeping patterns or habits caused a moderate or large
problem at both waves. For both cohorts, the child’s sleeping patterns or habits caused
less problems at Wave 1.5 than Wave 1 for about one-fifth of children, whereas it
caused more problems at Wave 1.5 for 27 per cent of the B cohort and 11 per cent of
the K cohort. In further analyses it will be possible to relate changes in sleeping pat-
terns to a range of child, parent and family characteristics.

Parents were asked whether their child had particular problems on 4 or more nights
a week, such as wheezing or asthma, waking during the night or not happy to sleep
alone. Waking during the night was reported for a relatively large proportion of chil-
dren. At Wave 1, 42 per cent of the B cohort had ‘Waking during the night’ as a prob-
lem, with 37 per cent recording this at Wave 1.5. For the K cohort, 18 per cent had
problems with waking during the night at Wave 1, and 11 per cent still had a prob-
lem with waking during the night on most nights at Wave 1.5. Other common 
problems were: the child is not happy to sleep alone (about one in five or six children
for the older cohort); and, the child has difficulty getting to sleep at night (about one
in ten children for both cohorts at each wave). 

About 42 per cent of the B cohort and 39 per cent of the K cohort did not show any
sleeping problems at either wave. For those who did have problems, fewer than half
the children had the same problem at both Wave 1 and Wave 1.5. In fact, very few
children had problems such as snoring or difficulty breathing, and wheezing or
asthma/coughing, at both waves. This suggests that many childhood sleeping prob-
lems are time-limited rather than chronic. 

Waking during the
night was reported
as a problem for 
a relatively large
proportion of 
children.

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80

0-1 years (W1 B)

1-2 years (W1.5 B)

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

No problem
at all

A large
problem

A moderate
problem

A small 
problem

4-5 years (W1 K)

5-6 years (W1.5 K)

No problem
at all

A large
problem

A moderate
problem

A small 
problem

B cohort K cohort

Figure 3 Extent that child’s sleeping pattern or habits cause a problem for parent
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Developmental concerns over the early years of life 

At both Waves 1 and 1.5, parents of the B cohort were asked if they had concerns over
their child’s expressive language development (how the child talks or makes speech
sounds), receptive language development (how the child understands the things said
to them) and gross motor skill development (use of arms and legs). 

Given that all of these areas develop rapidly in the second year of life, we might expect
parental concerns over their child’s development to also increase from infancy to tod-
dlerhood. This is borne out by comparing the parental concerns for the B cohort at
Wave 1 with Wave 1.5, where very marked increases are evident – the proportion of
parents with concerns increased from 2 per cent to 17 per cent for expressive language,
1 per cent to 32 per cent for receptive language and from 2 per cent to 30 per cent for
gross motor skills. It is possible that the different collection methodologies may con-
tribute in part to these large increases in parental concern.

At Wave 1.5, parents of the K cohort children were asked about a range of concerns they
might have for their children. About 31 per cent of parents had concerns over their child’s
behaviour, 45 per cent had concerns about how their child was getting along with others,
44 per cent had concerns about how the child was learning to do things himself/herself
and 44 per cent had concerns about how their child was learning (pre-) school skills.
Despite these concerns, almost all parents (96 per cent) thought their child plays and
works well by himself/herself compared to other children the same age. 

Children’s education and child care (K cohort)

With the children in the K cohort being around the age of starting school at Wave
1.5, a major focus of the Wave 1.5 questionnaire was their adjustment to school entry.
Most of the children (57 per cent) were attending a preparatory year1 in primary school,
28 per cent were in Grade or Year 1, 15 per cent were still attending pre-school and 1
per cent were not at school or pre-school. 

The vast majority of children attending school (94 per cent) or pre-school (92 per cent)
were reported as looking forward to school or pre-school on most days. When asked
how often the child appeared reluctant to go to school or pre-school, 12 per cent of
parents reported that this happened at least once a month, 7 per cent at least once a
week, and 2 per cent on most days. This pattern was very similar, whether the child
was at school or pre-school.

Over three-quarters (77 per cent) of parents reported that their child liked their teacher
a lot, 20 per cent quite a bit, 3 per cent a little, and only 0.2 per cent not at all. Slightly
more children attending preparatory years liked their teachers a lot, compared to those
attending Grade/Year 1.

Almost all parents
thought their 5-6
year old child plays
and works well by
himself/herself.

The vast majority 
of children looked
forward to school
or pre-school on
most days.

1 Preparatory year is any pre-year 1 program located within a school (also known as kindergarten, transi-
tion or reception depending on the state or territory).
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Reading
Most children (56 per cent) spent 11-20 minutes per day on average doing reading
activities at home either with an adult or by himself/herself. A further 26 per cent read
for an average of 21-40 minutes a day and 5 per cent read for more than 40 minutes.
Only 13 per cent of children spent less than 10 minutes a day on reading activities.
These percentages varied a little by the level of education program the child was attend-
ing (see Figure 4), with children at school being more likely to spend more time on
reading activities at home.

Child care 
At Wave 1.5, about half of the 5-6 year old children were in some form of non-parental
child care other than preschool or school. The most common form of non-parental
care was ‘Other home based care’, regardless of whether the child was at school or pre-
school, followed by ‘Before or after school care at school’ for those at school, and ‘Child
care centre’ for those at preschool (see Table 2).

About half of the 
5-6 year old children
were in some form
of non-parental
child care other
than school or 
preschool.

Most of the 5-6
year old children
spent at least 10
minutes per day 
on average doing
reading activities 
at home.
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Table 2 K cohort: Use of child care by attendance at pre-school or school

Preschool Preparatory Grade or  Total (a)  
year Year 1

Proportion (%) 

Child care: 57.3 46.6 49.7 48.9 
Before or after school care at school 10.2 16.1 16.5 15.2 

Child care centre 16.4 1.2 2.9 4.0 

Family Day Care 3.5 2.0 2.5 2.4 

Other home based care 30.7 29.1 30.0 29.5 

Occasional care 5.9 2.9 2.9 3.3 

No child care 42.7 53.4 50.3 51.1 

(a) Includes small number of children who did not attend pre-school or school
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Child care centres
had slightly 
outstripped 
grandparents as 
the most common
form of care for 
the infant cohort.

As expected, beginning school decreased the number of hours in regular (non-school)
child care (see Figure 5). Children who were at pre-school were more likely to have
child care (57 per cent) than children in the preparatory school year (47 per cent) or
Grade/Year 1 (50 per cent). However, 19 per cent of children at school who used child
care did so for ten or more hours a week.

Infant and toddler child care (B cohort)

Table 3 shows the use of child care arrangements in the B cohort at ages 0-1 and 1-2
years. Almost twice as many were using child care at age 1-2 years than when they
were aged 0-1 years (36 per cent compared with 65 per cent). Child care centres had
slightly outstripped grandparents as the most common form of child care, and the 
proportion of children in each type of care had increased substantially. 

Of those responding to Wave 1.5, 31 per cent of children were not in child care at
either wave, just under 33 per cent were in child care at both waves, just under 33 per
cent were only in child care at Wave 1.5, and a few per cent were only in child care
at Wave 1.

Table 3 B cohort: Child care use by child’s age

0-1 years 1-2 years

Proportion (%) 

Child care: 36.3 65.3 
Child care centre 11.7 32.7 

Grandparents 18.4 29.4 

Family Day Care 3.9 8.9 

Other relative or nanny 4.5 7.0 

Occasional care centre 2.1 6.1 

Parent who does not live with child 0.5 1.2 

Other 2.8 4.5 

No child care 63.7 34.7 
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For children who were in child care at both Waves 1 and 1.5 (33 per cent of the Wave
1.5 respondents), they were on average spending longer in child care at the time of 
Wave 1.5. As Figure 6 shows, there was a considerable decrease in the proportion of chil-
dren having only 1-9 hours of care per week, and increases in the proportion of children
with 10-19, 21-29 and 30 or more hours care per week.

The impact of these different childcare experiences over time, along with the quality
of care received, on children’s educational, health and social outcomes can be 
examined in future analyses.

Due to the brevity of the questionnaire, little contextual information was collected
that could help to explain changes found between Waves 1 and 1.5. This information
will be gathered at Wave 2, allowing the data from Wave 1.5 to then add to the depth
of information on the trajectory of developmental change in relation to the child’s
life circumstances. 

One-third of the
infant cohort was 
in child care at 
both waves.
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The Parental Leave in Australia Survey was distributed to the B cohort as part of the Wave
1.5 mail out. The questionnaire was designed as part of an Australian Research Council
funded project2 to fill a considerable statistical gap in Australia on the utilisation and effi-
cacy of parental leave provisions. It provides details on the employment status of parents
prior to the birth of their child, eligibility for the entitlement to unpaid parental leave
under federal legislation, the uptake of different types of leave, return to work experi-
ences and the choices and preferences of the parents of young children balancing work
and caring responsibilities. The goal of the survey is to extend the range and quality of
information available on parental leave in Australia.

Some initial findings from the Wave 1.5 questions are presented below. They cover issues
of employment status prior to the birth, eligibility for unpaid parental leave and the
combinations of leave arrangements most commonly taken by mothers and fathers. 

Preliminary estimates from the survey indicate that around 69 per cent of B cohort
mothers were in paid employment during their pregnancy and that, of the 31 per cent
who were not in paid work, the majority were looking after their families full-time
(see Table 4). Table 4 also shows that of those mothers in paid employment, 72 per
cent were employees who had worked for the same employer for the 12 months prior
to the birth. As this is the primary criterion for eligibility for the statutory provision
for 52 weeks unpaid parental leave, this can be taken as a preliminary estimate of eli-
gibility among mothers working during their pregnancy, although some adjustment
may be necessary once the prevalence of other factors potentially affecting eligibility
have been assessed.

Almost 70 per cent
of B cohort mothers
were in paid
employment during
their pregnancy.

2 Linkage Project LP0453613, Parental leave in Australia: Access, utilisation and efficacy, Chief
Investigators Gillian Whitehouse (University of Queensland), Marian Baird (University of Sydney), post-
doctoral fellow Chris Diamond (University of Queensland).

Table 4 Employment status of parents in the 12 months prior to the birth of a child (weighted)

Mothers Fathers

(% of total) (% of employed) (% of total) (% of employed) 

Employed 69 95  

Employee, with same employer for  50 72 62 65 
12 months

Employee for 12 months, but not  3 4 9 9 
with same employer

Employee, but not for the full  9 13 5 5 
12 months

Self employed 7 11 19 20 

Not in paid employment 31 4  

At home to look after family 27 1  

Not in paid work for other reasons 4 3  

Total 100 100 100 100 

By Gillian Whitehouse, University of Queensland

Parental leave in Australia
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The survey data
show a complex
pattern of leave-
taking among 
parents around the
birth of their child.

Among fathers of the study children, around 95 per cent were in paid employment in
the 12 months prior to the birth, although a considerably higher proportion of fathers,
compared with mothers, were in self-employment (19 compared with 7 per cent) (see
Table 4). Of those fathers who were in paid employment, Table 4 shows that 65 per
cent were employees who worked for the same employer over the 12 month period,
thus meeting the basic eligibility criterion for access to up to 52 weeks unpaid parental
leave if they take on the role of primary carer of the child. Again, this provides a 
preliminary estimate of eligibility for this form of leave.

The survey data show a complex pattern of leave-taking among parents. Among moth-
ers, the most prevalent arrangements were combinations of different forms of paid and
unpaid leave. As Table 5 shows, among mothers employed in the 12 months prior to
the birth of the study child, just 4 per cent took paid maternity leave only, and in total
only around 11 per cent took paid forms of leave only (forms of paid leave other than
maternity leave include annual, sick and long service leave). A larger percentage
(around 17 per cent) took unpaid maternity leave only, but the most common arrange-
ments were combinations of paid and unpaid leave, particularly combinations that
included leave other than formally designated maternity/parental leave. Twenty-nine
percent of employed mothers fell into this latter category. There were 26 per cent of
mothers who took no leave at all. Around 60 per cent of this group indicated that the
reason they took no leave was because they had left employment (they had chosen
to leave, been dismissed or retrenched, or their contract had expired) and another 16
per cent did not take leave because they were self-employed.

It was among those taking combinations of paid and unpaid leave that the longest
average durations of leave were recorded – 50 weeks on average for mothers combin-
ing paid and unpaid maternity/parental leave, and 43 weeks on average for those taking
combinations of paid and unpaid leave that were not limited to leave designated as
maternity or parental leave. 

Table 5 Mothers employed in the 12 months prior to the birth of their child: 
combinations of leave types and average duration of leave (unweighted) 

% of employed Mean duration
mothers of leave (weeks)

Paid leave only 11  

Paid maternity leave only 4 17 

Paid maternity and other paid leave 5 25 

Other paid leave only 2 9 

Unpaid leave only 24  

Unpaid maternity/parental leave only 17 37 

Unpaid maternity/parental and/or other unpaid leave 7 33 

Paid and unpaid leave 38  

Paid and unpaid maternity/parental leave only 9 50 

All other combinations of paid and unpaid leave 29 43 

No leave  26  
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Fathers were much
more likely than
mothers to only
take paid leave,
around the birth of
their child.

The pattern of leave taking for fathers was quite different. Unsurprisingly, fathers took
much shorter periods of leave than mothers – the overall average duration of leave
taken by fathers was 14 days, while for mothers the overall average duration of leave
taken was 38 weeks. In addition, fathers were much more likely than mothers to take
paid leave only, particularly forms of paid leave other than paternity or parental leave.
As Table 6 shows, 40 per cent of employed fathers fell into this latter category. A small
proportion of fathers accessed unpaid leave only (13 per cent overall), and very few
took combinations of paid and unpaid leave (3 per cent). However, it was among this
‘combinations’ group that the average duration of leave was longest (29 days). Among
the 25 per cent of employed fathers taking no leave, the most common reason given
for not taking leave was self-employment (47 per cent of this group), but for over one-
third of this group the main reason given was that their partner was at home full-time.

While these are preliminary statistics, they indicate the capacity of these survey data to
extend significantly what is known about the use of parental leave in Australia. Other
indicators that have been available, such as estimates of the proportion of workplaces or
organisations at which parental leave is provided, the incidence of provisions in awards
and agreements, and general employee surveys that provide perceptions of access, are lim-
ited in important ways. For example: data on small business provisions are not available;
variations in access within organisations cannot be assessed; provisions in industrial agree-
ments cannot be used to determine coverage across the labour market; and information
collected directly from employees is complicated by the possibility that respondents will
be poorly informed about their entitlements, or confused about whether to answer in
terms of general availability or what is relevant to them. More fundamentally, none of
these sources sheds light on the actual use of parental leave or the experiences of users.

The data obtained through The Parental Leave in Australia Survey provide a wide range
of analytical possibilities, including investigation of the factors that influence leave-
taking arrangements, parents’ perceptions of their leave experiences, return to work
patterns and post-birth working experiences. Moreover, the potential for analysis across
different waves of Growing Up in Australia means that links between issues such as leave
taking and child/family wellbeing can be investigated and tracked in the future.

The Parental Leave
in Australia Survey
means that links
between leave 
taking and
child/family 
wellbeing can 
be investigated.

Table 6 Fathers employed in the 12 months prior to the birth of their child: 
combinations of leave types and average duration of leave (unweighted)

% of employed Mean duration
fathers of leave (days)

Paid leave only 60  

Paid paternity leave only 10 8 

Paid paternity and other paid leave 10 20 

Other paid leave only 40 13 

Unpaid leave only 13  

Unpaid paternity/parental leave only 5 12 

Unpaid paternity/parental and/or other unpaid leave only 8 16 

Paid and unpaid leave 3 29 

No leave  25  
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Parenting is one of the ‘engines’ of child development. Aspects of parenting include
not only the provision of the necessary means to create safe, sustaining environments
but entail parental expectations about the capacities of children and the provision of
opportunities that prompt and facilitate their development. Parenting is a process that
results in change for both the child and the parent and highlights the active partici-
pation of the developing child in the process. 

Evidence from the first wave of data from Growing Up in Australia shows that the vast
majority of parents are doing well in the task of caring for their families and parent-
ing their children. It also reveals a clear link between parenting quality, parenting self
efficacy and the overall functioning of infants and children. Family and parenting char-
acteristics ‘matter’ for children’s development, with parenting practices having a par-
ticularly prominent role. Even when adjusted for parental income, education, employ-
ment, family structure and parental wellbeing, the independent association of poorer
parenting quality with poorer developmental outcomes remains for both the children
aged 0-1 (B or infant cohort) and the children aged 4-5 (K or child cohort). Thus, par-
enting styles show clear associations with child development from very early in life
and these associations are sizeable and, in all likelihood, persistent over time.

Analysis

The outcome measure used in these analyses (LSAC Outcome Index) is designed to
provide a general indication of how children are developing. It is a composite of three
domains which are proposed to be the major components of current wellbeing and
the future capability to be a successful member of society: health and physical devel-
opment; social and emotional functioning; and learning and academic competency.
Summary scores for each of these domains are calculated, and they are combined into
the overall Index. 

The analyses that follow show the significance of a number of independent variables
in predicting the likelihood of a child falling below the negative cut-off (that is, the
bottom 15 per cent) on the Outcome Index. This information is conveyed through
odds ratios. The odds ratios presented below indicate how membership of a category
within an independent variable predicts the likelihood of a child falling below the neg-
ative cut-off on the Outcome Index. Each category within the independent variable
(using family size as an example: 2 children, 3 children, 4 or more children) is com-
pared to the reference category for that variable (in the case of family size: 1 child).
An odds ratio with a value above 1 indicates an increase in the odds of falling below
the negative cut-off (compared with the reference category of the independent vari-
able) while an odds ratio below 1 suggests a decrease in the odds. If the 95 per cent
confidence interval does not include a value of 1, this is considered statistically sig-
nificant. It is important to note that these are adjusted odds ratios, meaning they indi-
cate the unique predicting power of each independent variables after all others have
been taken into account.

Parenting styles
show clear 
associations with
child development
from very early 
in life.

(Taken from the unpublished report commissioned by FaCSIA titled Parenting and families in
Australia by Steve Zubrick, Grant Smith, Jan Nicholson, Ann Sanson and Tanyana Jackiewicz.)

Parenting and families in Australia 
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A number of caveats need to be borne in mind in interpreting these results: causal infer-
ences cannot be made from the cross-sectional data available in Wave 1 of Growing Up
in Australia; the measure of outcome used here is a global one, and assesses only the ‘prob-
lem’ or ‘negative’ end of the spectrum of outcomes; and the same source (a parent) pro-
vided most of the data on both the predictors (for example, parenting practices) and the
outcome, resulting in the possibility of respondent bias impacting upon findings.

For the infant cohort, ten of 15 predictor variables made significant contributions.
Broadly speaking, infants were more likely to fall below the negative Outcome Index
cut-off if they were male; if their primary parent was born outside Australia, reported
lower community connectedness, and reported less support from sources outside their
immediate family; and if there were more children in the family. In addition, the three
parenting measures of global self-efficacy, warmth and hostility each made strong
unique contributions to the prediction of Outcome Index scores, with lower self-
efficacy, lower warmth and higher hostility being associated with a greater likelihood
of having a negative outcome (see Figure 7). 

The analyses also revealed some counter-intuitive results that indicate that lower levels
of parental education and living in a step-family are associated with the child being
less likely to fall below the negative cut-off. 

The primary parent’s age, employment status, and psychological distress, the family’s
income and the community rating of ‘disadvantage’ (SEIFA Disadvantage quintiles)
were not significantly related to the likelihood of negative outcomes for infants in the
multivariable analysis. 

Lower parental
self-efficacy, lower
warmth and higher
hostility were 
associated with a
greater likelihood of
an infant having a
negative outcome.
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(a) Reference category (odds ratio=1) only included when the predictor variable is not a binary variable

Significant predictors (a) of infants falling below the negative 
cut-off on the Overall Outcome Index



Significant predictors (a) of child aged 4-5 years falling below
the negative cut-off on the Overall Outcome Index
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For the child cohort, eight of 16 variables made significant contributions to the model
(see Figure 8). Broadly speaking, children were more likely to fall below the negative
Outcome Index cut-off if they were male; their primary parent was younger, had less
education, and was psychologically distressed; the family received less income
(although trends here were non-linear); and the primary parent reported more hos-
tility, less consistency and lower self-efficacy in their parenting. Some trends were close
to significant: there was a trend towards more negative outcomes for children whose
primary parents were not in the workforce (in comparison to those in full-time employ-
ment), for children in single-parent families (in comparison to married intact fami-
lies), for children whose primary parent reported not getting enough support, and for
children receiving less parental warmth. 

The primary parent’s country of birth, employment status, community connectedness,
the family’s structure, household size and the SEIFA Disadvantage quintile for the
neighbourhood, were not significantly related to the likelihood of negative outcomes
for children in the multivariable analysis. 

More hostility, less
consistency and
lower parental 
self-efficacy were
associated with a
greater likelihood of
a child having a
negative outcome.
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(a) Reference category (odds ratio=1) only included when the predictor variable is not a binary variable
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Even somewhat
subtle variations
occurring within
the normal range 
of parenting 
behaviours are
potent predictors 
of children’s 
outcomes.

Conclusion

In the infant cohort, all three parenting measures were strongly related to negative
outcomes, with the associated odds ratios often being higher than for any other vari-
able. The findings for the child cohort suggest that parental hostility is a particularly
potent predictor of poor developmental outcomes for 4-5 year olds. Consistency in
parenting practices, particularly around discipline, also emerged as an important pre-
dictor of outcome in the child cohort. Compared to the infant cohort, parental warmth
and parenting self efficacy were less salient. 

In terms of parent and family characteristics, for the older cohort the primary parent’s
educational status made a consistent contribution to prediction of child outcomes,
indicating that this is an important aspect of the psychological capital contributed by
the parent. This was not the case for the infant cohort. Older parents tended to be
beneficial for the child cohort, while community connectedness had some role for
infants. However, parental work status, country of birth, family type, family income,
and neighbourhood disadvantage had little role in prediction for either cohort. 

While other aspects of the child’s family and community context played some part in
predicting children’s negative outcomes, it appears that parenting, as the most proximal
influence on the child, played the stronger part. Especially in early childhood, many
aspects of the family’s functioning can be expected to be mediated through the way that
they impact on the parents’ ability to be warm, responsive, and consistent and to use non-
punitive disciplinary techniques. 

An important feature of these parenting data is that there is no apparent “threshold”
for distinguishing ’good parenting‘ from ’poor parenting‘. In this study, the measures
of parental warmth, hostility, and consistency were all positively skewed, and their
predictive importance was evident despite this. That is, almost all primary and sec-
ondary carers scored in a positive direction on the parenting measures. Among those
who were classified for the current analyses as being ‘higher’ in hostility or ‘lower’ in
warmth, consistency or self-efficacy, only a small proportion reported parenting behav-
iours that would be regarded as being clearly worrisome or in the clinical range of
‘abnormal’ or ‘abusive’. Thus, the current findings suggest that even somewhat subtle
variations occurring within the ‘normal’ range of parenting behaviours are potent pre-
dictors of children’s outcomes. This gives general support to universal initiatives that
assist all parents in their parenting skills.
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In recent decades, the increasing employment rates of mothers, combined with other
changes in Australian society, have had a major impact upon many aspects of family
life. Data from Growing Up in Australia provide a unique opportunity to examine the
different patterns of parental employment and the impacts of this on family life. This
article provides an extract from the report Mothers and fathers with young children: Paid
employment, caring and wellbeing, and provides an overview of some relationships
between parental employment and parental wellbeing.

Parental employment and working hours

The labour force status of mothers was strongly associated with age of children. Mater-
nal employment (excluding those on maternity/parental leave) was lowest for 
mothers with an infant (38 per cent) and highest for those with a youngest child aged 
4-5 years (60 per cent). (The rate of employment for mothers with a study child 
aged 4-5 years and a younger sibling was 46 per cent.) In contrast, the employment 
rates for fathers did not vary according to the age of the child – just over 92 per cent of
fathers were employed for both the infant and child cohort.

There were large differences in working hours between mothers and fathers. For moth-
ers, the average usual hours worked was 20 hours per week for those with an infant
and 26 hours per week for those with a youngest child aged 4-5 years, compared with
the average of 46 hours for fathers in both cohorts. 

Work-family spillover

In Wave 1 of Growing Up in Australia, employed parents were asked to indicate on a
five-point scale ranging from ‘strongly agree’ to ‘strongly disagree’ the extent to which
they agreed or disagreed with a number of statements describing the relationship
between work and family. These statements capture the extent to which work is per-
ceived to ‘spill over’ to family or family to ‘spill over’ to work in a positive way
(‘work/family gains’) and in a negative way (‘work/family strains’). The infant and child
cohorts were combined for this analysis.

Most parents were positive about the impact of their work on their family, with more
than 65 per cent of employed parents agreeing that these responsibilities made them
more well-rounded, gave their life more variety and made them feel more competent
(Figure 9). More than 70 per cent agreed that working helped them to better appreci-
ate the time that they spent with their children and less than one-quarter agreed that
their work responsibilities made their family time less enjoyable and more pressured.
Employed mothers and fathers differed very little in their assessment of the impact of
work on their family, despite their very different employment patterns.

Most employed 
parents were 
positive about the
impact of work on
their families.

(Taken from the unpublished report commissioned by FaCSIA titled Mothers and fathers with
young children: Paid employment, caring and wellbeing by Jennifer Baxter, Matthew Gray,
Michael Alexander, Lyndall Strazdins and Michael Bittman.)

Mothers, fathers, work 
and wellbeing



Figure 9 Employed mothers and fathers: Work-family gains
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Work-family strains for employed mothers and fathers are shown in Figure 10. The
only statement for which there were large differences between mothers and fathers
was ‘Because of my work responsibilities I have missed out on home or family activi-
ties that I would have liked to have taken part in’. Employed fathers were more likely
to agree with this statement (66 per cent) compared with employed mothers (40 
per cent). For the other measures, one-quarter or fewer of parents agreed, whether 
considering the effects of family on work or the effects of work on family. 
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Figure 10 Employed mothers and fathers: Work-family strains
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About one-third of
employed mothers
working full-time
did not experience
time pressure.

Employment and wellbeing

Growing Up in Australia collects a range of measures of parental wellbeing. To illustrate
the use to which these data can be put, two measures were examined: how well the
parent was coping and how often they felt rushed or pressed for time. A parent was
classified as having ‘problems coping’ if they were not coping well or very well. A
parent was classified as experiencing time pressure if they said that they ‘often’ or
‘always’ felt rushed or pressed for time.

Some 46 per cent of mothers and fathers had problems coping, and 44 per cent of
mothers and 43 per cent of fathers experienced time pressure. For mothers and fathers,
not being employed was associated with having less time pressure. Not-employed
fathers were more likely to have problems coping but this was not the case for not-
employed mothers. 

Focusing on employed parents, mothers working 35 hours or more were more likely
to report problems coping than those working fewer hours. For mothers working part-
time, problems coping increased as working hours increased, but the differences were
relatively small (Figure 11). Not surprisingly, the extent to which employed mothers
reported having time pressure increased as hours worked increased, although about
one-third of those working full-time did not experience time pressure. The pattern for
employed fathers differed to that of mothers (see Figure 12). Fathers working part-time
hours did not differ to fathers working very long hours (more than 55 hours per week)
in their likelihood of having problems coping. Fathers working 35 to 44 hours were
the least likely to report problems coping. 

The full report explores employment patterns, child care use, time with children, co-
parenting and a more extensive range of data on work-family spillover and wellbeing.
The analysis illustrates the interconnections between these aspects of family life. Par-
ticipation in paid employment can have a positive or negative effect on family life,
and understanding the conditions under which negative effects are minimised and 
positive maximised is an important challenge facing individual families as well as those
responsible for design of policies that impact on young families.

Participation in paid
employment can
have a positive or
negative affect on
family life.
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Figure 11 Employed mothers: 
Problems coping and time 
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Figure 12 Employed fathers: 
Problems coping and time 
pressure by hours worked
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Grandparents have always played an important role in family life and raising children,
and various aspects of ‘grandparenting’ are increasingly discussed in social policy
debates. Information on the role of grandparents in children’s lives is important for
several reasons - for example: grandparents caring for their grandchildren can enable
parents to be in paid employment; the quality of the relationship between children
and grandparents can have an impact upon the wellbeing of the grandparent as well
as on the developmental outcomes for the child; and, for parents who separate and
divorce, grandparents can play a particularly important role in caring for children and
assisting in raising the child. 

Contact with grandparents

While much of the recent policy debate has been about grandparents who have full
responsibility for raising their grandchildren, the number of children in this situation
is quite small. Living in a household in which grandparents reside is more common.
Estimates from Growing Up in Australia are that 7 per cent of infants and 4 per cent of
4-5 year olds were living with a grandparent in the household.

Figure 13 shows that there were very few children who had no face-to-face contact with
at least one grandparent (3 per cent of infants and 4-5 year olds). A substantial major-
ity of grandchildren saw their grandparents at least every month or more frequently 
(79 per cent of infants and 75 per cent of 4-5 year olds). Overall, infants saw their 
grandparents slightly more often than 4-5 year olds, but the differences are very small.

A much debated question is the impact of parental relationship breakdown on con-
tact between children and their grandparents. In particular, there are concerns about
the difficulties that some grandparents have seeing their grandchildren following rela-
tionship breakdown. Data from Growing Up in Australia show that children with a
parent living elsewhere were more likely to see a grandparent daily than children with-
out a parent living elsewhere, particularly for the infant cohort (Figure 14). 
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Figure 13 Face-to-face contact between children and grandparents by cohort

Over three-quarters
of children saw their
grandparents at
least every month.

(Taken from Family Matters, edition 72, “Young children and their grandparents” by Matthew
Gray, Sebastian Misson and Alan Hayes.)

Young children and their 
grandparents
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Grandparent care

While the proportion of children having contact with their grandparents was high, a
smaller proportion of children received regular care from their grandparent. Slightly
less than one in five infants (18 per cent) received care on a regular basis from their
grandparents. A similar proportion of 4-5 year olds received regular care from their
grandparents (17 per cent). 

For both cohorts, grandparent care was, on average, shorter than time spent in child
care centres. For infants receiving grandparent care, the average number of hours per
week was 12, and for 4-5 years olds it was 11 hours per week. For both cohorts, the
average number of hours spent in child care centres was 19 hours per week. 

The majority of grandparents caring for children were not paid for the care they pro-
vided, with just 5 per cent of grandparents receiving remuneration for caring for an
infant, and 8 per cent of grandparents being paid for caring for 4-5 year olds. 

These analyses cast new light on the nature of grandparenting in Australia. They illu-
minate the patterns of grandparent involvement and the nature of their relationships
with grandchildren. Clearly grandparents are playing an important role in many chil-
dren’s lives. With longitudinal data, we will be able to look at the influence of grand-
parent care on children’s developmental outcomes and for understanding variation
and change in key social relationships for children.
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Figure 15 Neighbourhood effect on Continuous Outcome Index

(Taken from Family Matters, edition 72, “Does it take a village? An investigation of neighbour-
hood effects on Australian children’s development” by Ben Edwards.)

There is a large body of international research that documents neighbourhood influ-
ences on children’s developmental outcomes. However, there are few studies of neigh-
bourhood effects on Australian children. This issue has particular relevance to policy
given the federal and state governments’ recent emphasis on community development
policies that aim to foster positive childhood development.

This analysis examined whether a measure of neighbourhood socio-economic advan-
tage and disadvantage (SEIFA Index of Advantage/Disadvantage) is associated with 
4-5 year old Australian children’s physical, social/emotional and learning outcomes
(as measured by the Outcome Index, which was developed specifically for Growing Up
in Australia), even when controlling for several child and family socio-demographic
factors. Using these factors as controls limited the likelihood that neighbourhood 
influences reported in this study were the result of selection bias, as socio-demographic
factors such as family income may be associated with parents’ decisions to live in a
particular neighbourhood. 

Do neighbourhoods affect Australian children’s developmental outcomes? 

Analysis shows that the SEIFA Index of Advantage/Disadvantage had a statistically 
significant association with the Overall Outcome Index, and the Physical, Social/Emo-
tional and Learning domains when it was the only variable included in the model.
When the variables that were used to control for selection bias were also included
(weekly family income, child age and gender, child is of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander origin, single parent family, at least one parent employed, mother’s highest
level of education), the Index of Advantage/Disadvantage was still significantly asso-
ciated with children’s Overall Outcome Index, and the Social/Emotional and 
Learning domains but not the Physical domain.

Figures 15 to 16 illustrate the mean scores of children on the Overall Outcome Index and
Learning domains for children living in the five levels of neighbourhood advantage/

Does it take a village? 



disadvantage after statistically adjusting for the control variables. Note that graphs are 
not centred around 100 because variables that were used to control for selection bias in
the statistical analyses explain a portion of the variability in the Outcome Index.

Figure 15 suggests that children’s scores on the Overall Outcome Index were higher
in more advantaged neighbourhoods. Children in the most disadvantaged quintile had
significantly lower scores on the Overall Outcome Index than children living in all
other neighbourhoods except the second most disadvantaged neighbourhood quin-
tile. Conversely, children in the most advantaged quintile had significantly higher
scores than children living in all other neighbourhoods except those living in the
second most advantaged quintile. Other significant differences are also evident from
inspection of the confidence intervals.

The overall pattern and differences between neighbourhood quintiles for the
Social/Emotional domain was the same as for the Overall Outcome Index.

The pattern of scores for the Learning domain was different across the neighbourhood
quintiles (Figure 16) than for the Overall Outcome Index and the Social/Emotional
domain. Children living in the middle and the two most disadvantaged neighbour-
hood quintiles had similar scores on the Learning domain while children from the two
most advantaged neighbourhoods had significantly higher Learning domain scores
than the other three neighbourhood types. Children living in the most advantaged
neighbourhood quintile also had significantly higher scores on the Learning domain
than children living in the second most advantaged neighbourhood quintile. 

Thus, the preliminary evidence from this study suggests that neighbourhoods do
matter to children’s development and supports the community emphasis of many fed-
eral and state government policies. However, it should be noted that there is a very
limited evidence base on neighbourhood effects on Australian children.

Further data about how neighbourhoods affect Australian children is needed and Grow-
ing Up in Australia will become an invaluable source of such information, especially as
it will allow us to document effects over time. Further support for research within this
area will enable policies that target community development to be tailored for the 
maximum benefit of Australian children and their families.
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Figure 16 Neighbourhood effect on the Learning domain

Preliminary 
evidence suggests
that neighbour-
hoods do matter 
to children’s 
development.

3 2 L o n g i t u d i n a l  S t u d y  o f  A u s t r a l i a n  C h i l d r e n  2 0 0 5 - 0 6  A n n u a l  R e p o r t



L o n g i t u d i n a l  S t u d y  o f  A u s t r a l i a n  C h i l d r e n  2 0 0 5 - 0 6  A n n u a l  R e p o r t 3 3

A common extra-familial experience shared by many Australian children is participation
in early childhood education and care programs. In the infancy and toddler years, these
range from formal, government-regulated centre- and home-based child care settings to
various unregulated arrangements that include, for example, care by grandparents or
friends. While Australian government policy and financial support for out-of-home child
care has typically been regarded as a means of enabling parents to participate in the paid
workforce or to support families at risk, there is also evidence to suggest that these serv-
ices may impact on the development of children in different ways. Research studies indi-
cate that good quality child care can provide support for children’s learning, socialisa-
tion, and development and, in contrast, research also suggests that children in poor quality
care may be exposed to some level of developmental risk.

Child care participation

Almost two-thirds of Growing Up in Australia infants (64 per cent) were not participating
in regular non-parental care arrangements, indicating that exclusive regular care by
parents is still the norm for most young Australian infants. For a considerable number
of others, Australian parents are accessing a range of formal and informal care arrange-
ments for their children, due primarily to their work or educational commitments,
and their overall level of satisfaction with these arrangements is high. 

Infants participated in a wide range of different formal and informal care arrangements.
The majority of infants in care (59 per cent) were in informal care settings, while 30
per cent were in formal care arrangements and 11 per cent experienced a mix of both
formal and informal care (Figure 17). Formal care arrangements are subject to state
regulations specifying quality-related aspects of care, including staff-to-child ratios, staff
training requirements, group size, health and safety standards. Long day care and
Family Day Care services offering child care subsidies are also required to meet Com-
monwealth accreditation standards. Of the Growing Up in Australia infants in formal
care, 22 per cent attended long day care centres, eight per cent were receiving family
day care, and less than one per cent attended both long day care and Family Day Care.

Informal care arrangements were more varied than formal care. In most states, infor-
mal home-based care arrangements with four or fewer children are not subject to state
government regulatory requirements specifying minimum standards of care quality,
and it is likely that the quality of care in these settings is more variable than in formal
care. For infants in informal care, the majority were cared for by close relatives. Grand-
parents were the sole providers of care for 37 per cent of these infants, and they con-
tributed to the care of a further 13 per cent. While informal care providers were more
likely to care for the child in a location other than the child’s own home, the differ-
ence between the incidence of in-home and out-of-home care was not large (46 per
cent versus 54 per cent, respectively).

The majority 
of infants in 
non-parental 
child care were in
informal settings.

(Taken from Family Matters, edition 72, “What can the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children
tell us about infants’ and 4 to 5 year olds’ experiences of early childhood education and care?”
by Linda Harrison and Judy Ungerer.) 

Use of formal and informal 
child care for infants
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The states and territories are responsible for the regulation and some funding of child
care, so it might be expected that the use of formal versus informal care arrangements
would vary by state or territory in accord with the type of regulations and the avail-
ability of services for infant care. The rates of attendance at informal versus formal
care were similar to the national average for the most populous states of New South
Wales, Victoria, South Australia, and Western Australia. However, for Queensland and
the states and territories with smaller populations (Tasmania, Northern Territory and
the Australian Capital Territory), attendance at formal care was more common. For
example, in Queensland, 53 per cent of infants in care were in a formal care arrange-
ment, while 47 per cent were in informal care only. While similar trends were observed
for Tasmania, Northern Territory and the Australian Capital Territory, the small num-
bers of children in the Growing Up in Australia sample in those locations suggests that
the data should be interpreted with caution. 

The type of care used by parents was related to overall family income, with families
using only formal care arrangements having higher yearly incomes, and those using
only informal care having lower yearly incomes. Parents’ overall satisfaction with child
care was highest for grandparent care and lowest for long day care centres, though the
difference between the two was minimal. Infants whose first care placement was infor-
mal care were likely to have started care at an earlier age but for less hours on average
per week than infants whose first care placement was in a formal care setting.

Differences in the use of formal and informal care appear to be related to factors that
are of interest from a policy perspective. The availability of choice in care may have
significant consequences for children. Formal care programs provide care that must
meet regulatory and accreditation requirements to enhance children’s learning and
development. The opportunities for children who are excluded from these care set-
tings may be compromised and any inequalities resulting from economic disadvan-
tage strengthened and perpetuated.
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This article draws on data on children’s temperament style and socio-emotional well-
being from the Australian Temperament Project and Growing Up in Australia to investigate
similarities and differences between children growing up in the 1980s and 2000s.

Three main questions were investigated: How do Australian Temperament Project and
Growing Up in Australia children compare on temperament? Have levels of children’s
behavioural and socio-emotional adjustment changed between the 1980s and 2000s?
Are the relationships between temperament and behavioural and socio-emotional
adjustment in the Growing Up in Australia cohort similar to those in the Australian Tem-
perament Project cohort?

While child characteristics such as temperament style may predispose children to
develop behavioural or socio-emotional problems, environmental factors (particularly
the family context and broader societal conditions) play a considerable role as well.
There have been many changes in family life and prevailing economic circumstances
in Australia during the past 20 years. Our hypothesis was that, despite the socio-cultural
changes that have occurred, the same developmental processes that link temperament
with behavioural and emotional adjustment would be evident.

The data used come from the fourth Australian Temperament Project survey wave under-
taken in 1986, when the children were between 44 and 57 months of age, the aver-
age age being 47.5 months. The Australian Temperament Project cohort are compared with
the Growing Up in Australia child cohort who were aged between 51 and 67 months,
with an average age of 56.9 months. In the statistical analyses undertaken, child age
was included as a covariate to control for the effects of this difference between the
two cohorts.

Both studies used an abridged form of the Short Temperament Scale for Children to
measure: approach-sociability – how comfortable the child is in new situations or with
unfamiliar children or adults; reactivity – how intense and volatile the child is; and 
persistence – the child’s capacity to see tasks through to completion.  High scores reflect
high sociability, high reactivity and high persistence.

The studies employed measures based on the Rutter Child Behaviour Questionnaire
to measure behavioural and socio-emotional adjustment. Common subsets of ques-
tions were used for comparison on hyperactivity, anxiety, peer problems and pro-social
behaviour.  High scores reflect high levels of each of these.

Temperament

Comparisons of the cohorts revealed significant differences on two of the three aspects
of temperament style (see Figure 18). For approach-sociability, while both groups were
on average between ‘usually’ and ‘frequently’ sociable and approaching, Growing Up
in Australia children tended to be more outgoing, with a medium effect size. For 
reactivity, both groups were between ‘rarely’ and ‘usually not’ reactive, but Australian 
Temperament Project children tended to be more intense and volatile. No significant 
difference was found for the other aspect of temperament style, persistence.

(Taken from Family Matters, edition 72, “A comparison of children’s temperament and adjust-
ment across 20 years” by Diana Smart and Ann Sanson.)

A comparison of children’s 
temperament and adjustment

across 20 years 
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Adjustment

Regarding children’s behavioural and socio-emotional adjustment, differences were
found on anxiety (Growing Up in Australia children reported fewer problems such as
worrying, being fearful or miserable), peer problems (parents reported that Growing Up
in Australia children were less likely to have problems such as not being liked, being
a loner), and pro-social behaviour (parents reported that Growing Up in Australia chil-
dren were more likely to show behaviours such as sharing and being considerate)
(Figure 19). Interestingly, there were no significant differences on aggression and hyper-
activity. Hence the differences that emerged seemed to reflect children’s capacities to
interact comfortably and well in social situations.
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There appear to
have been small
but significant
shifts in Australian
children’s 
temperament 
over the past 
20 years.

Relationship between temperament and adjustment

Multiple regression analysis was used to identify significant contributors to child 
behaviour and adjustment, with family demographic factors and child age entered 
at the first step to control for their effects, and the three temperament dimensions –
reactivity, persistence, approach-sociability – entered at the second step. All in all, very
similar connections between temperament and behavioural and socio-emotional
adjustment emerged across both studies. While there were several differences between
the cohorts in the type of family demographic factors that had an impact on children’s
outcomes, generally these connections were weak and accounted for very little vari-
ance. Temperament style was confirmed as a salient predictor especially for hyperac-
tivity, aggression and pro-social behaviour in both cohorts, with the temperament traits
of greatest importance being reactivity and persistence.

In conclusion, there appear to have been small but significant shifts in Australian chil-
dren’s temperament over the past 20 years, as assessed by parents. These were all in
the direction of children of the 2000s being a little ‘easier’ in temperament style – less
irritable and reactive and also more outgoing and sociable. However, the size of these
differences was small, and it is probably more appropriate to emphasise the overall
similarity in temperamental traits across the cohorts, which is to be expected given
temperament’s constitutional basis.

The differences between the cohorts on adjustment were again in the direction of 
Growing Up in Australia children faring slightly better than Australian Temperament
Project children. These findings tend to allay concerns that today’s children are having
difficulty coping with new family contexts, such as the trend for more mothers of
young children to return to work, the greater utilisation of child care, and the higher
levels of hardship, stress and isolation reportedly experienced by young families.

Finally, these findings confirm that children’s temperament style “matters” for their
development and wellbeing. The trends emerging from the two studies were remark-
ably similar in terms of the amount of variance explained and the temperament dimen-
sions that were most salient. Hence there was consistency in the way temperament
impacted on adjustment among children separated by a 20-year time span, although
sociability appeared to play a slightly larger role among children of the 2000s.
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on the development of children. Presentation at the 2005 Social Policy Research Services
Workshop, Canberra.

Harrison, L. (2005, September). A Research journey ....... The Longitudinal Study of Aus-
tralian Children. Keynote Address for the Annual Early Childhood Services Conference,
Independent Education Union, Sydney.

Harrison, L, Ungerer, J., & Berthelsen, D. (2005, September–October). The Longitudinal
Study of Australian Children: Examining child health and wellbeing in early childhood care
and education settings. Paper presented at the Biennial Conference of Early Childhood
Australia, Brisbane.

Kortt, M. (2006, May). Growing up in Australia, the Longitudinal Study of Australian Chil-
dren. Invited presentation to the Australian Bureau of Statistics, Canberra.

Kortt, M. (2006, February). Growing Up In Australia: The Longitudinal Study of 
Australian Children (Growing Up in Australia). Presentation at the NIFTeY National 
Conference, Sydney. 

Misson, S. (2005, July). Growing Up in Australia, the Longitudinal Study of Australian Chil-
dren - Early data. Paper presented at 14th Biennial Australasian Human Development
Conference, Perth.

Misson, S. (2005, July). Summarising children’s wellbeing: The Growing Up in Australia out-
come index. Paper presented at 14th Biennial Australasian Human Development 
Conference, Perth.

Misson, S. (2006, June). What can we learn from the Growing Up in Australia study?
Presentation to Master of School Leadership class, University of Melbourne.

Soloff, C. & Misson, S. (2005, August). What can we learn from the Growing Up in Aus-
tralia study? AIFS Seminar Series, Melbourne.

Soloff, C. (2005, November). Overview of Growing Up in Australia. Presentation to NSW
Early Childhood Intervention Coordination Program Statewide Committee, Sydney.

Soloff, C. (2006, April). Overview of Growing Up in Australia. Presentation to South Aus-
tralian government agencies, Adelaide.

Soloff, C. (2006, June). The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children. Presentation to
the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, Canberra. 

Publications and Presentations
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Soloff, C. (2006, April). Overview of Growing Up in Australia. Presentation to Western
Australian government and research agencies, Perth.

Soloff, C. (2006, March). Overview of Growing Up in Australia. Presentation to ABS New
South Wales, Sydney.

Soloff, C. (2006, March). Overview of Growing Up in Australia. Presentation to New South
Wales Department of Community Services, Sydney.

Strazdins, L., Broom, D.H., Shipley, M., and George, E. (2005, November). What does
family friendly really mean? Defining optimal jobs for parents. Paper presented at the Acad-
emy of Social Science Workshop, Taking Care of Work and Family: Policy Agendas for
Australia, Sydney.

Strazdins, L., Broom, D.H., Shipley, M., & George, E. (2006, May). What does family
friendly really mean? Jobs, families and wellbeing. Presentation at the Work, Families and
Wellbeing forum, Canberra.

Wada, M. (2005, July), ‘Long-term research program for Growing Up in Australia.’ Paper
presented at 14th Biennial Australasian Human Development Conference, Perth. 

Wake, M. (2005, May). The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children - Growing Up in Aus-
tralia. Paper presented at the Royal Australasian College of Physicians, Chapter of 
Community Child Health: Wellington, New Zealand.

Wake, M., Hardy, P., Canterford, L., Sawyer, M. and Carlin, J.B. (2006, May). Overweight,
obesity and girth of Australian preschoolers: Prevalence and socio-economic correlates. Paper
presented at the Royal Australian College of Physicians Congress, Cairns.

Whelan, S. (2005, November). The role of grandparents in providing informal child care.
Presentation at the 2005 Social Policy Research Services Workshop, Canberra.

Publications

Alexander, M. & Baxter, J. (2005). Impacts of work on family life among partnered par-
ents of young children. Family Matters, 72, 18-25.

Edwards, B. (2005). Does it take a village? An investigation of neighbourhood effects
on Australian children’s development. Family Matters, 72, 36-43.

Gray, M., Misson, S., & Hayes, A, (2005). Young children and their grandparents. Family
Matters, 72, 10-17.

Gray, M. & Sanson, A. (2005). Growing up in Australia: the Longitudinal Study of 
Australian Children. Family Matters, 72, 4-9.

Harrison, L. (2005). A Research Journey ...... The Longitudinal Study of Australian Chil-
dren: Keynote Address for the Annual Early Childhood Services Conference. Bedrock,
10(3), 16-20. Sydney: NSW Independent Education Union.

Harrison, L. (2006). Growing Up in Australia. New Research about Australian Children.
Rattler, 77, 27-29. Sydney: NSW Community Child Care Co-operative.

Harrison, L. & Ungerer, J. (2005). What can the Longitudinal Study of Australian 
Children tell us about infants’ and 4 to 5 year olds’ experiences of early childhood
education and care? Family Matters, 72, 26-35.
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Richardson, N., Higgins, D., Bromfield, L., Tooley, G., & Stokes, M. (2005). The rela-
tionship between childhood injuries and family type. Family Matters, 72, 44-49.

Smart, D. & Sanson, A. (2005). A comparison of children’s temperament and adjust-
ment across 20 years. Family Matters, 72, 50-57.

Soloff, C., Lawrence, D., Misson, S. & Johnstone, R. (2006). Wave 1 weighting and non-
response (Technical paper no. 3). Australian Institute of Family Studies for the Depart-
ment of Families, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs, Canberra.

Commissioned reports

In order to develop expertise in the use and analysis of the data from Growing Up in
Australia, the Department of Families, Comminity Services and Indigenous Affairs has
commissioned (some are still in progress) a number of pieces of research based on the
first wave of data from Growing Up in Australia. These are:

Baxter, J., Gray, M., Alexander, M., Strazdins, L., & Bittman, M. Mothers and fathers with
young children: Paid employment, caring and well being. Commissioned report by the Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies for the Department of Families, Community Services
and Indigenous Affairs.

Bradbury, B. The outcomes of children of young parents. Commissioned report by the Social
Policy Research Centre for the Department of Families, Community Services and
Indigenous Affairs.

Bradbury, B. & Katz, I. LSAC Outcome indicators and the family environment. Commis-
sioned report by the Social Policy Research Centre for the Department of Families,
Community Services and Indigenous Affairs.

Gong, X. & Gorgens, T. Child care usage and the effects of child care on children’s devel-
opment—Part I. Commissioned report by the Social Policy Evaluation, Analysis and
Research Centre, The Australian National University, for the Department of Families,
Community Services and Indigenous Affairs.

Gong, X. & Gorgens, T. Child care usage and the effects of child care on children’s devel-
opment—Part II. Commissioned report by the Social Policy Evaluation, Analysis and
Research Centre, The Australian National University, for the Department of Families,
Community Services and Indigenous Affairs.

Hunter, B. Benchmarking the Indigenous sub-sample of the Longitudinal Survey of Australian
Children: Implications for the Longitudinal Study of Indigenous Children. Commissioned
report by the Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research, the Australian National
University for the Department of Families, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs. 

Leigh, A. & Gong, X. Does parental age matter? Comparing test scores for very young chil-
dren with younger and older parents. Commissioned report by the Social Policy Evalua-
tion, Analysis and Research Centre, The Australian National University, for the
Department of Families, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs.

Leigh, A. & Gong, X. How large are cognitive and non-cognitive gaps between very young
children from rich and poor households, and between Indigenous and non-Indigenous chil-
dren? Commissioned report by the Social Policy Evaluation, Analysis and Research
Centre, The Australian National University, for the Department of Families, Commu-
nity Services and Indigenous Affairs.
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Wake, M., Sanson, A, Berthelsen, D., Hardy, P., Misson, S., Smith, K., Ungerer, J., & the
LSAC Research Consortium. How well are Australian infants and children aged 4 to 5 doing?
Commissioned report by the Murdoch Childrens Research Institute for the Department
of Families, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs.

Zubrick, S., Smith, G., Nicholson, J., Sanson, A., & Jackiewicz, T. Parenting and families
in Australia. Commissioned report by Curtin University of Technology for the Depart-
ment of Families, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs. 

Forthcoming and in press

Blakemore, T., Gibbings, J., & Strazdins, L. Derivation of a socio-economic status variable
for analysis of the HILDA and LSAC datasets. Paper will be presented at the ACSPRI con-
ference in December 2006.

Blakemore, T. Examining potential risk factors, pathways and processes associated with child-
hood injury in the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children. Submitted for publication.

Blakemore, T. Describing the influence of low, medium and high socio-economic status on
the lives of infants and children in the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children. Paper in
progress.

Blakemore, T. & Gibbings, J. Parent and child wellbeing and the influence of work and family
arrangements across the family lifecycle. Paper in progress from Family and Children’s
Policy Branch, Department of Families, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs.

Hiscock, H., Canterford, L., Ukoumunne, O.C. & Wake, M. (in press). Adverse associations
of sleep problems in Australian pre-schoolers: national population study. Pediatrics.

Sawyer, M.G., Miller-Lewis, L., Guy, S., Wake, M., Canterford, L., & Carlin, J.B. (in press).
Is there a relationship between overweight, obesity, and mental health problems in 4
to 5 year-old Australian children? Ambulatory Pediatrics.

Wake, M., Hardy, P., Canterford, L., Sawyer, M., & Carlin, J.B. Overweight, obesity and
girth of Australian preschoolers: Prevalence and socioeconomic correlates. Submitted
for publication.
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Accessing the data

Data from Growing Up in Australia is warehoused at the Australian Institute of Family
Studies and is available to researchers approved by the Australian Government Depart-
ment of Families, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs. Prospective users must
abide by strict security and confidentiality protocols and are required to complete a
dataset application and read and sign a deed of license.

Data from both Wave 1 and Wave 1.5 are now available. Application forms and deeds
of license are available on the study’s website: www.aifs.gov.au/growingup. A nomi-
nal fee is charged to cover the administrative costs of delivering datasets ($77 for Aus-
tralian users, $132 for overseas users).

The Institute provides user support services. Datasets are accompanied by a user manual
that includes a description of the sample design, how the study was conducted, details
of weighting procedures and item derivations, and a listing of variable names, labels
and response categories. Information on the Institute’s website is regularly updated and
bimonthly data user group teleconferences are held. User training sessions can be
offered on demand by the Institute to expand upon the information provided in the
user manual.

For data requests, contact:

Sebastian Misson
Growing Up in Australia Data Manager

Phone: + 61 3 9214 7820
Fax: + 61 3 9214 7839
Email: sebastian.misson@aifs.gov.au

More information on Growing Up in Australia can be found on the website
http://www.aifs.gov.au/growingup. People with an interest in the study can join our
reference group to receive regular information on the study.

To join, send the following email:

To: majordomo@aifs.gov.au
Subject: (leave blank)
In the body of the email, type: subscribe growingup-refgroup

Further general enquiries can be directed to lsacweb@aifs.gov.au, or contact:

Carol Soloff
Growing Up in Australia Project Manager

Phone: + 61 3 9214 7892
Fax: + 61 3 9214 7839
Email: carol.soloff@aifs.gov.au


