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Developing policies that can assist in
improving family, health, educational, and
employment outcomes for the Indigenous

population are a high priority at all levels of government
in Australia (e.g. Brough, 2006; COAG, 2000; Intergov-
ernmental Summit on Violence and Child Abuse in
Indigenous Communities, 2006). The private sector, par-
ticularly those with operations in regional and remote
areas of Australia, are also increasingly conscious of the
opportunity that they have to assist in improving out-
comes for Indigenous Australians.

Family policy is increasingly taking a central role in
Indigenous affairs. In a speech titled Blueprint for Action
in Indigenous Affairs on 5 December 2006, the Minister
for Families, Community Services and Indigenous
Affairs and the Minister Assisting the Prime Minister for
Indigenous Affairs, The Hon Mal Brough MP, listed focus-
ing on individuals and families as one of the principles
that underscores the Government’s approach to Indige-
nous affairs. The other principles outlined by the
Minister are: respecting culture; setting high standards
and expectations; improving access to services and
opportunities based on need; and doing all this via effec-
tive partnerships.

The increasing importance being placed on family pol-
icy is illustrated at the Commonwealth level by the
creation of the Department of Families, Community
Services and Indigenous Affairs. 

The importance of families is also emphasised by 
Noel Pearson, Director of the Cape York Institute 

ecognition that, on average,
Indigenous Australians experi-
ence much worse outcomes on
a wide range of social, economic, health and
other measures than the non-Indigenous popu-

lation is not new. There is now a long history of policies,
which have aimed at improving a wide range of outcomes
for Indigenous Australians. Many of these policies are now
judged to have been ineffective or even misguided. Reduc-
ing the high levels of disadvantage experienced by the
Indigenous population is one of the most difficult policy
challenges. Other developed countries with Indigenous
populations such as the United States of America, Canada
and New Zealand face similar challenges.

The Secretary to the Treasury, Dr Ken Henry in an
address to the 2006 Economic and Social Outlook
Conference on 2 November 2006, said “Indigenous dis-
advantage diminishes all of Australia, not only the
dysfunctional and disintegrating communities in which
it is most apparent. Its persistence has not been for
want of policy action. Yet it has to be admitted that
decades of policy action have failed.” 

Despite the overwhelming evidence that the Indigenous
population has much worse outcomes on a wide range of
measures than does the non-Indigenous population, sur-
veys continue to show that the Australian population has
varied views about Indigenous Australians, their living
standards and the extent to which government policy
should be directed at improving the outcomes of Indige-
nous Australians as compared to other Australians.
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for Policy and Leadership. In an address to the Aus-
tralian Government Treasury on 25 September 2006,
Pearson said “The current whole-of-government
approach to Indigenous affairs assumes that the 
disparities in living-standards between Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous Australians may be addressed 
simply through implementing social interventions.
This assumption ignores the fact that in functional
mainstream Australian communities, there are a 
number of tasks for which families and/or individuals
always take responsibility. Indeed the problem of 
governmental over-reach contributing to the Indige-
nous passive welfare paradigm is such that both 
State and Commonwealth governments in this 
country are routinely and structurally committed to
indigenous passivity – not, as is needed, to re-building
responsibility.”

This edition of Family Matters includes a number of 
articles that present research related to Indigenous
Australians and families. Papers have been prepared by
leading Indigenous and non-Indigenous researchers,
along with public servants and advisors. The articles
cover a very wide range of issues that are relevant to
current policy debates and program development.

While the economic and social circumstances of
Indigenous Australians and how those compare with 
non-Indigenous Australians are well known a brief
summary of selected characteristics of the Indigenous
population is included to provide a context for the 
edition. 

Socio-economic status

Indigenous families and households

Indigenous families are, on average, larger than non-
Indigenous families. In 2002, the average household
size of Indigenous households was 3.5 people compared
with 2.6 for all Australian households (ABS/AIHW,
2005). Indigenous Australians are more likely to live in
multi-generational and multi-family households than
are non-Indigenous Australians. An important feature
of many Indigenous households is that there is a signif-
icant amount of mobility through the household,
resulting in very complex and dynamic household
structures (Morphy, 2004; Smith, 2000).

The total fertility rate for Indigenous women in 2003
was estimated to be 2.15 babies, higher than the rate 
of 1.76 babies for the total Australian population
(ABS/AIHW, 2005). Indigenous mothers are younger
on average than non-Indigenous. In 2002 28 per cent of
Indigenous mothers were aged under 30 years at the
time of giving birth as compared to 49 per cent of other
mothers (ABS/AIHW, 2005). 

An important aspect of Indigenous families concerns
‘mixed families’ and ‘mixed households’. These are fami-
lies or households in which not all members are of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander origin. According to
the 2002 National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Social Survey (NATSISS), Indigenous people comprised
82 per cent of all residents in Indigenous households
(that is households containing one or more Indigenous
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The Indigenous population is much younger than the
non-Indigenous and the difference in the Indigenous
and non-Indigenous age structures is projected to
increase in coming years. Figure 1 shows the age and
sex structure of the Indigenous and non-Indigenous
populations. In 2001, the median age of the Indigenous
males was 19.6 years and for Indigenous females was
21.4 years. In contrast, the median age of the non-
Indigenous males and females in 2001 was 35.3 and
36.8 years, respectively.

An alternative way of illustrating the differences in the
age structure of the Indigenous and non-Indigenous

people). Only about half of Indigenous households have
only Indigenous residents, while the other half have non-
Indigenous residents (ABS/AIHW, 2005). 

A challenge faced by researchers, policy makers and
service providers is that the categories and terms gen-
erally used to describe kin relationships are those that
apply to the standard Anglo-Celtic system. Although
the standard Anglo-Celtic system will be clearly under-
stood and relevant for much of the Indigenous
population, as Morphy (2006) points out, many tradi-
tionally-oriented Aboriginal people have kinship
systems that differ markedly in their structure from

Age and sex structure by Indigenous status, 2001 Census

55152535
0-4

10-14

20-24

30-34

40-44

50-54

60-64

70-74

15 25 35 0200 200 600600 800800 1,0001,000 400400
Number of people (’000)

Indigenous
Number of people (’000)
Non-Indigenous

0-4

10-14

20-24

30-34

40-44

50-54

60-64

70-74

Males Females Males Females

Figure 1

Source: ABS (2003: Table 2.3).

Although Indigenous Australians are much more likely to be in remote or very remote areas of Australia than the

non-Indigenous population, only about 1 in 4 are in these areas compared to 1 in 50 non-Indigenous Australians.

the Anglo-Celtic system. While the complex familial
structures of Indigenous societies are most pronounced
in ‘traditionally-oriented’ communities, Smith (2000)
has shown that they persist in ‘settled’ Australia.

Population

At the time of the 2001 Census the number of Aus-
tralians identifying as being of Aboriginal or Torres
Strait Islander origin was 458,520. This was 2.4 per
cent of the Australian population (ABS, 2003). This
was an increase of 16 per cent since the 1996 Census
and followed increases of 17 and 33 per cent between
1986 and 1991 and 1991 and 1996, respectively. The
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) estimates that
demographic factors can explain 12 per cent of the
increase between 1996 and 2001 with the remaining 4
per cent explained by factors such as improvements in
Census collection method and an increased propensity
to identify as Indigenous (ABS, 2003, p. 15).

It is likely that the numbers of Indigenous Australians
will continue to increase “owing to a combination of
high natural increase, improved enumeration,
increased self-identification, and a growing pool of
potential identifiers due to the expansionary effects of
intermarriage” (Taylor, 2006, p. 1).

populations is by the differences in the proportion of
the population aged less than 15 years and the propor-
tion aged 65 years and older. For the Indigenous
population, in 2001 39.0 per cent were aged less than
15 years and just 2.8 per cent 65 years and older. For
the non-Indigenous population, 20.1 per cent were less
than 15 years and 12.8 per cent 65 years and older.

Geographic location

The distribution of the Indigenous population across
Australia is quite different to that of the non-Indige-
nous population (Table 1). Indigenous Australians are
much less likely to be in major cities (30.2 per cent)
than non-Indigenous Australians (67.2 per cent). Con-
versely Indigenous Australians are more likely to be in
outer regional areas (23.1 versus 10.1 per cent), remote
areas (8.8 versus 1.5 per cent) and very remote areas
(17.7 versus 0.5 per cent). Although Indigenous Aus-
tralians are much more likely to be in remote or very
remote areas of Australia than the non-Indigenous pop-
ulation, only about 1 in 4 are in these areas compared
to 1 in 50 non-Indigenous Australians.

Indigenous people comprise 45.4 per cent of the popu-
lation in very remote areas, but only 1.1 per cent of the
population in major cities. The distribution of the
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Indigenous population across all areas of Australia and
the great diversity in economic opportunities, physical
environment, culture and life style create challenges
for policy.

Significantly, over the thirty years from 1971 to 2001 the
proportion of the Indigenous population living in urban
areas (defined as ‘major city’, ‘inner regional’ and ‘outer
regional’) increased from 44 per cent to 74 per cent (cen-
sus figures cited in Taylor (2006, p. 3)). This reflects a
significant ‘urbanisation’ of the Indigenous population,
although the numbers in remote and very remote areas
have continued to increase. The population is likely to
continue to grow in remote and very remote areas unless
there is a very significant change in migration patterns.

Labour market

When analysing labour market outcomes for the Indige-
nous population it is important to take account of the
Community Development Employment Projects
Scheme (CDEP), a unique institutional feature of the
Indigenous labour market. Under the scheme, funding is
allocated to CDEP organisations for wages for partici-
pants at a level similar to or a little higher than income
support payments, enhanced with administrative and
capital support. CDEP organisations provide employ-
ment, training, activity, enterprise support or income
support to Indigenous participants.

The mainstream (non-CDEP) employment rate of
Indigenous Australians is 35.5 per cent (Table 2). A fur-
ther 12.7 per cent are employed in the CDEP scheme.
The unemployment rate, treating CDEP as employed,
is 23.0 per cent and the proportion in the labour force
is 62.6 per cent. If CDEP is counted as unemployed, the
unemployment rate increases to 43.3 per cent. There
are very large differences across the regions of Aus-
tralia. The mainstream employment rate varies from
14.9 per cent in very remote areas, 31.7 per cent in
remote areas and 46.8 per cent in major cities. Employ-
ment in the CDEP scheme is 42.2 per cent in very
remote areas, 16.9 per cent in remote areas and just 3.7
per cent in major cities. 

Hunter (2005) has analysed Indigenous employment
rates after adjusting for CDEP for the censuses since
1971. Based on slightly different data, his analysis shows
that over the period 1971-2001 the employment to pop-
ulation ratio for the non-Indigenous population has been
stable, varying between 55 per cent and 60 per cent. Over

the same period the Indigenous employment rate has
fallen from 42 per cent to 30 per cent. The gap between
Indigenous and non-Indigenous employment rates
increased over this period. Hunter (2005) writes: “there
appears to be no substantial trend for them [Indigenous
Australians] to re-enter the workforce during a prolonged
period of macroeconomic growth” (p.5).

Income and financial stress

The mean equivalised household income of Indigenous
Australians in 2002 was $394 per week compared to
$665 for the non-Indigenous population (ABS/AIHW,
2005). Just over 2 in 5 Indigenous adults live in a house-
hold with an equivalised household income in the lowest
income quintile compared to 19.3 per cent of non-
Indigenous adults. Indigenous Australians are more
likely to have government pensions and allowances
(51.7 per cent) as their main source of income than are
non-Indigenous Australians (27.1 per cent) (ABS, 2004). 

A measure of financial stress is the ability to raise $2,000
within a week for something important. Just over half of
Indigenous adults (54.3 per cent) were unable to raise
$2,000 within a week. This compares to 13.6 per cent of
non-Indigenous Australians who said they were unable
to raise $2,000 within a week (ABS/AIHW, 2005). 

Removal from natural family 

Estimates from the NATSISS 2002 are that 8 per cent of
the population aged 15 or more years had been
removed from their natural family (ABS, 2004). How-
ever, even though a relatively small proportion of the
Indigenous population were themselves removed from
their natural family, about one-third of the Indigenous

Indigenous and non-Indigenous population distribution
by remoteness category, 2001 Census

Table 1

Indigenous non-Indigenous

Number % Number %

Major cities 138,494 30.2% 12,732,492 67.2%

Inner regional 92,988 20.3% 3,932,907 20.7%

Outer regional 105,875 23.1% 1,907,688 10.1%

Remote 40,161 8.8% 284,160 1.5%

Very remote 81,002 17.7% 97,473 0.5%

Total 458,520 100.0% 18,954,720 100.0%

Source: ABS (2003).

Source: Altman and Gray (2006: Table 1), derived from the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey (NATSISS) 2002.
Note: Table population is Indigenous persons aged 15–64 years.

Indigenous labour force status by region, 2002Table 2

Region

Major cities Inner regional Outer regional Remote Very remote Total Australia
Labour force status % % % % % %

CDEP employment 3.7 4.6 6.1 16.9 42.2 12.7

Mainstream employment 46.8 39.0 35.3 31.7 14.9 35.5

Unemployment rate 25.2 30.0 29.1 17.2 7.0 23.0

Unemployment rate 30.7 37.4 39.6 46.0 75.7 43.3
(CDEP counted as unemployed)

Total in the labour force 67.5 62.3 58.4 58.7 61.6 62.6

Population (No.) 83,300 52,900 60,100 23,100 49,850 269,250
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and 64.8 years for females. This compared to 76.6 years
for all males and 82.0 years for all females.

Perhaps the most disturbing feature of trends in life
expectancy is that there is no real evidence of progress
being made in raising Indigenous life expectancies over a
period when life expectancy of the rest of the Australian
population has increased substantially. As Gray, Hunter
and Taylor (2002) note the level of mortality observed for
Indigenous males at the end of the twentieth century is
equivalent to that recorded for all Australian males at the
beginning of the century. Among females, the comparison
is similarly discouraging, with life expectancy for Indige-
nous females currently hovering around a level last
recorded for females generally in 1920.

This lack of steady improvement in life expectancy,
despite declines in infant mortality, is a different demo-
graphic phenomenon compared with that of Indigenous
peoples in New Zealand and North America, and it per-
sists because of much higher rates of Indigenous
Australian adult mortality (Gray, Hunter, & Taylor, 2002).

Culture and language

Differences between Indigenous people in remote and
non-remote areas of Australia are starkly illustrated by
measures of connection with traditional culture and lan-
guage. The NATSISS 2002 reveals that in remote areas
85.8 per cent of the population recognises homelands/tra-
ditional country and 38.0 per cent are living on their
homelands/traditional country (Table 4). In non-remote
areas, 63.4 per cent recognise homelands/traditional
country and 15.8 per cent live on their homelands/tradi-
tional country.

In remote areas, 54.2 per cent of the population speaks
an Indigenous language and 17.3 per cent speak some
Indigenous words with the remaining 28.5 per cent not
speaking an Indigenous language at all. In non-remote
areas just 8.6 per cent speak an Indigenous language,
23.8 per cent speak some Indigenous words only and
67.6 pere cent do not speak an Indigenous language at all.

Overcoming disadvantage
There is a growing awareness that it will take many
years for Indigenous Australians to have the same life
opportunities as other Australians. On 25 July 2006,
the Prime Minister said “… reconciliation will only be
complete when Indigenous Australians enjoy the same
opportunities as other Australians. And that it will be
the work of generations. The gulf between the first Aus-
tralians and other Australians on economic and social
outcomes is a measure of the distance we still have to
travel. These gaps can only be closed with practical
action that delivers results.”

Recognition that overcoming Indigenous disadvantage
is going to take many years is a significant shift. Aus-
tralian governments have often set policy objectives of
equality in outcomes for Indigenous Australian within
what have subsequently proven to been wildly opti-
mistic timeframes. 

There is only limited data on which to assess how out-
comes for Indigenous Australians have changed over time
and how they have changed compared to those for non-
Indigenous Australians. However, the available evidence
suggests that while in some areas gains have been made

population had a relative removed. Indeed, 38 per cent
indicated that they and/or at least one of their relatives
had been taken from their family (see Weston and Gray
(2006) for a discussion of the NATSISS 2002 data on
the removal from natural family).

When interpreting the data from the question on removal
of relatives from natural family it is important to note that
the question had a high rate of ‘not known’ and ‘not
stated’ responses (20 per cent) (ABS, 2004, p. 58). This
high rate of non-response is not surprising given the sen-
sitivity of this issue to some families. It is probable that
the respondents who did not want to discuss this issue
disproportionately had relatives removed, and so the 
figures from the NATSISS 2002 may be under-estimates.

Health

According to estimates from the National Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander Health Survey 2004-05 and
the National Health Survey 2004, Indigenous Aus-
tralians (aged 15 years plus) are much more likely to
report having fair or poor health (29 per cent) than are
non-Indigenous Australians (15 per cent). They are less
likely to report having excellent or very good health (36
per cent) than non-Indigenous Australians (57 per
cent) (Table 3). 

The life expectancies of Indigenous Australians are much
lower than for the Australian population as a whole. The
life expectancy at birth for Indigenous Australians for the
period 1996-2001 is estimated to be 59.4 years for males

Source: Peterson (2006: Table 20.7) and Kral and Morphy (2006: Table 21.4), derived
from ABS (2004c).

Cultural measures, by remoteness, 2002Table 4

Self-assessed health status by Indigenous status, age 
standardised, persons aged 15 years and over, 2004-05

Table 3

Source: ABS (2006: Table 6).

Indigenous Non-Indigenous

% %

Excellent/very good 36 57

Good 35 28

Fair/poor 29 15

Remote Non-remote Total
% % %

Relations with homeland/
traditional country
Recognises homelands/ 85.8 63.4 69.6
traditional country

Does not recognise 14.2 36.6 30.4
homelands/traditional country

Living there now 38.0 15.8 21.9

Not allowed to visit  
traditional country 0.6 0.5 0.5
Language

Speaks an Indigenous 54.2 8.6 21.1
language

Speaks some Indigenous 17.3 23.8 22.0
words only

Does not speak an 28.5 67.6 56.9
Indigenous language
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in others they have not, at least according to the available
statistics (ABS, 2004; Altman, Biddle, & Hunter, 2004).

The demographic trends described above have impor-
tant implications for policy. It is clear that the
Indigenous population is much younger than the non-
Indigenous and that overall a much higher proportion
of the Indigenous population are young children. Simi-
larly, the projected increases in the numbers of
Indigenous people in remote and very remote areas of
Australia will make addressing the challenges faced by
these communities increasingly important.

There are of course differences in opinion as to the appro-
priate policies for improving economic, social, health and
other outcomes for Indigenous Australians. Areas of
broad agreement include the need to improve education
level outcomes, increase levels of employment, increase
income, reduce rates of child maltreatment, improve
housing and related infrastructure, access to health 
services, and reducing health risk behaviours.

There is less agreement in relation to issues such as
land rights, the extent to which Indigenous communi-
ties in very remote areas are supported to continue to
exist, and the emphasis that should be given to Indige-
nous specific programs compared to improving rates of
usage of mainstream programs. Other differences
relate to the extent that the emphasis of policy should
be at the community or individual or family level. 

Australians, and the policies that have the best chance of
meeting their needs.
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In order to improve our understanding of issues affecting Indigenous families there is a need for much better 

data and a greater number of Indigenous and non-Indigenous researchers focusing on Indigenous families.

This edition of Family Matters highlights a diverse
body of research which takes a number of different
approaches to understanding the issues affecting
Indigenous families and the policies and programs that
may be effective in improving outcomes for them. 

It is easy to be pessimistic and focus on the problems.
Much of the media coverage too often focuses only on
the negatives. There  are however, many positive stories.
Understanding what makes a policy or program success-
ful and the extent to which it can be replicated more
widely is crucial information.

There is a need for much more research and evaluation in
relation to Indigenous families, how they are changing,
and the impact of policy and the programs that are most
effective. In order to improve our understanding of issues
affecting Indigenous families there is a need for much bet-
ter data and a greater number of Indigenous and
non-Indigenous researchers focusing on Indigenous fam-
ilies. It is hoped that this edition of Family Matters will
stimulate further work in this important area. 

While the Institute has been gradually increasing the
range of research it conducts that focuses on Indigenous
Australians and their families, it is an area in which 
the Institute has done relatively little research in 
recent years. As flagged in the 2006-2008 Research Plan,
the Institute will be giving a high priority to improving 
our understanding of the reasons for the continuing 
high levels of disadvantage experienced by Indigenous




