	
	



	
	



[bookmark: ChapterNumber][bookmark: _GoBack][bookmark: ChapterTitle]1	What is this paper about?
[bookmark: begin]This paper is about disadvantage in Australia and, in particular, Australians who experience deep and persistent disadvantage. 
Notwithstanding growing levels of prosperity over the last two decades, and the unemployment rate more than halving (from around 11 per cent to 5 per cent), some Australians continue to be ‘left behind’. The Social Inclusion Board estimates that around 5 per cent of Australia’s working age population experience multiple disadvantage which affects their ability to participate in society (Australian Social Inclusion Board 2012). As stated in A Stronger, Fairer Australia:
… too many Australians are still excluded from the opportunities they need to create the life they want. They can be trapped in a spiral of disadvantage caused by family circumstances, low expectations, community poverty, lack of suitable and affordable housing, illness or discrimination — often leading to early school leaving, long‑term unemployment and chronic ill health. (Australian Government 2009, p. 1)
While strong economic growth is a means of increasing living standards and opportunities for Australians, it does not necessarily mean that the benefits of growth are equally shared. A recent OECD report noted that:
… strong growth is not necessarily inclusive in that the benefits of increased material prosperity are not always shared evenly among the various social groups. (de Mello and Dutz 2012, p. 9)
Key policy questions facing governments, and society more generally, are how might disadvantage be avoided or overcome (or its effects minimised) and what can help individuals participate more fully in society? To address these questions, it is important to know: 
what it means to be disadvantaged
how many Australians are disadvantaged and who they are 
the depth and persistence of disadvantage in Australia
where Australians experiencing disadvantage live
the factors that can influence a person’s risk of experiencing disadvantage (particularly disadvantage that is deep and persistent)
the costs of disadvantage to families, communities, the economy and taxpayers. 
This paper seeks to shed light on these issues. It is a staff research paper and therefore does not make policy recommendations, but it does draw on findings from existing data, theoretical and research literature, and discussions with experts in the field. 
1.1	Why the policy interest in disadvantage?
There are a number of reasons why policy makers need a better understanding about the nature, depth and persistence of disadvantage.
There is a high personal cost from disadvantage. People can suffer financially, socially and emotionally, have poor health and low educational achievement. Family, particularly children, and friends can also be affected. Given that key objectives of public policy are to improve the lives and opportunities of Australians (both today and in the future), it is important to find ways to reduce, prevent and ameliorate the consequences of disadvantage. 
Disadvantage reduces opportunities for individuals and society. By addressing disadvantage, more Australians can be actively engaged in, and contribute to, the workforce and to society more generally. Higher levels of engagement typically lead to higher personal wellbeing — improved living standards and quality of life. 
Disadvantage has wider consequences for Australian society. For example, persistently disadvantaged communities can erode social cohesion and have negative social and economic consequences for others. Overcoming disadvantage can lead to safer and more liveable communities. 
Support for people who are disadvantaged and the funding of programs to overcome disadvantage involves large amounts of taxpayers’ money and private funding. Policy relevant questions include: what are the most effective investments for reducing and preventing disadvantage; and what are the costs and benefits? 
Summarising the economic and social costs to Australia of social disadvantage, the Australian Social Inclusion Unit (Australian Government 2009) said: 
Social disadvantage results in costs to:
the budget — through costs in health care, welfare and justice
the economy — from lower participation and productivity
the community — through higher crime rates and lower levels of social capital and
individuals and families — through financial hardship, social and physical isolation, chronic or persistent health problems, family breakdown, and missed opportunities. (p. 9)
1.2	The paper structure
The depth and persistence of disadvantage are the focus of this study. 
Chapter 2 looks at what it means to be disadvantaged by presenting the various perspectives on disadvantage — income poverty, deprivation, social exclusion and a lack of capability. 
Chapter 3 presents indicators on the extent of disadvantage in Australia. It also provides a picture of ‘who’ disadvantaged Australians are and the depth and persistence of disadvantage in Australia. 
There are many factors that can influence a person’s chances of experiencing disadvantage. Chapter 4 sheds light on what is known about the factors that contribute to disadvantage. It presents evidence on the various pathways in and out of disadvantage and the interactions of a range of risk factors (such as parental characteristics and family environments) on the life trajectories of children. 
Chapter 5 sets out the costs of disadvantage for individuals and families, society and taxpayers. 
Drawing on the findings of the paper, chapter 6 explores the question ‘where to from here?’ in the context of measurement and data issues.
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