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Regions  
Greater Western Sydney (GWS) is made up of the following 13 local government areas 

(LGAs):  

• Blacktown  

• Blue Mountains  

• Camden  

• Campbelltown  

• Canterbury – Bankstown  

• Cumberland  

• Fairfield  

• Hawkesbury  

• Liverpool  

• Parramatta  

• Penrith  

• The Hills Shire  

• Wollondilly  
 

This paper also covers two additional LGAs, Lithgow and Wingecarribee, which are not included in 

GWS totals.  

Acronyms & Definitions 
ABS  Australian Bureau of Statistics 

AFR  Age-specific fertility rate 

TFR  Total fertility rate 

AIFS  Australian Institute of Family Studies 

AIHW  Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 

DSS  Department of Social Services 

FACS  Family and Community Services 

GWS  Greater Western Sydney 

IVF  In-vitro fertilisation 

LGA  Local Government Area 

SES  Socioeconomic Status 

Teenage mother  Aged 19 years or less 

Young mother   Aged 20-24 years 
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Introduction 
In Australia, in 2016, a total of 310,247 women gave birth creating a birth rate of 62 per 1,000 

women of reproductive age (15-44 years)1. During the period 2006-2016 the birth rate fluctuated 

between a high of 66 per 1,000 women aged 15-44 years in 2007 to a low of 62 per 1,000 in 2016. 

The average age of women giving birth also increased from 29.8 years in 2006 to 30.5 years in 2016. 

The proportion of mothers aged 35 years and over also rose from 21% of all mothers in 2006 to 23% 

in 2016. As the proportion of older mothers increased, the proportion of younger mothers under 25 

years decreased; from 19% in 2006 to 14% in 2016. Although the number of babies being born to 

mothers under the age of 25 years has decreased dramatically over the past few decades, they still 

find themselves under the critical gaze of researchers and society. This paper aims to give a detailed 

story of the history of young mothers, current statistics relating to young mothers and an insight into 

how current policies and social change impact their daily life and future. 

Due to the randomisation process applied by the ABS for confidentiality purposes, totals for each 

characteristic and geographic area may differ from table to table. For cells with small values a 

random value, between zero and 5, is assigned, including altering some cells to zero. Generally, this 

applies to cells with a value of less than 5 and differences will occur if cells are amalgamated to 

larger areas, although the ABS assures users that the overall information value of the statistics is not 

impaired. Where the addition of LGA level data would make a table large and difficult to read in this 

document, only GWS and Region data has been included. However, the LGA data for all tables is 

available by request from WESTIR Ltd. in Excel format. 

Teenage pregnancy as a social problem  
“Until the early 1970s in Australia, unwed (single) women who were pregnant were encouraged—or 

forced—to “relinquish” their babies for adoption. The shame and silence that surrounded pregnancy 

out of wedlock meant that these women were seen as “unfit” mothers”2. 

The history of teenage pregnancy appears to be more a history of ‘unwed’ mothers. To be single and 

pregnant prior to the social legal and economic changes of the 1970s, resulted in shame and silence. 

There was an assumption the women were ‘unfit’ mothers and they were encouraged, or for many 

forced, to surrender their babies for adoption. 3 This has had ongoing ramifications for many people 

who were involved in all sides of the adoption process. Even though adoption is now rarer and more 

transparent, and the introduction of welfare benefits has enabled single women to keep their 

babies, there are many other barriers that still make it difficult for many young parents to thrive.  

Although teenage pregnancy has been considered a social problem for many decades, for much of 

that time it appears to have been more about not being married than being young. The median age 

of mothers stabilised during the 1930s at just under 28 years, rose briefly at the end of the Second 

World War to just over 28 years then declined immediately following the war. This decline continued 

until a low of 25.4 years was reached in 1971 4. This means that in 1971 half of all babies were born 

to mothers who were aged less than 25 years of age. However, the fact that half of all mothers at 

that time were what is now considered young mothers, did not appear to be the problem, it was 

their nuptial state which made them unfit to care for a child. The percentage of women having their 

                                                           
1 AIFS, 2016, Australia’s Mothers and babies 
2 Family Matters - No.87 April 2011 – Unfit mothers …Unjust Practices – Darryl Higgins 
3 AIFS, 2012, Past Adoption Experiences: National Research Study on the service Response to Past Adoption 
Practices (Research Report No. 21), Kenny,P., Higgins, D., Soloff, C. & Sweld, R. 
4 ABS, 2010, Births, Australia, 2010, Cat. 3301.0 
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first baby when they were 30 years or older rose from 23% in 1991 to 43% in 2011 when the average 

age of all mothers was 30.0 years. In 2016, the average age had risen to 30.5 years.5  During the late 

1970s more children were being born to couples who were not married forcing a slow change in the 

acceptance of ‘illegitimate’ babies. The focus then seems to have become more about the age of the 

mother rather than her lack of a partner, married or defacto.  

Past and Present Adoption Practices 
“The Australian Senate noted in their report on the Commonwealth Contribution to Former Forced Adoption 

Policies and Practices (Senate Community Affairs References Committee, 2012; "the Senate Inquiry") that 

"adoption as it is now understood is a peculiarly twentieth century phenomenon" (p. 3)”.6 

Although the history of adoption, fostering and orphanages is long, this paper is concerned with 

adoption practices from the early/mid 1900s to the present day that involved young or unwed 

mothers. This includes the period of forced adoptions when the number of children adopted was at 

its peak. From the late 1930s to the early 1970s, it was common for the babies of unwed mothers to 

be adopted at birth. There was no government support for single parents prior to 1973 and family 

support was often absent. It was common for parents to disown their pregnant daughters, send 

them away for the duration of the pregnancy and withhold support unless the baby was adopted. 

Many of those adoptions are now categorised as forced adoptions due the mothers being coerced 

into signing adoption papers, or being in a drugged state when signing papers or their signature 

being forged by someone else. Adoptions at that stage were ‘closed’ where the original birth 

certificate was sealed forever and a new amended one was issued. Adoptions are now ‘open’ 

meaning that a child grows up with the knowledge they are adopted and where possible retain a 

relationship or knowledge of their origin family or culture. 7. Since the 1970s, the number of 

adoptions in Australia has declined steeply “due to a rise in the acceptance of, and government 

financial support for, single and unmarried parents, and improved access to contraceptives and 

abortion services. The 1970s also saw the beginning of the end of the forced adoption practices that 

created long-lasting harm for pregnant unmarried women and their children” 8. The number of 

adoptions in Australia hit a peak of 9,798 in 1971-72, dropping to 4,990 in 1975-76, 3,337 in 1979-

80, 668 in 1995-96 and in 2017-18 a total of 330. The following graph using AIHW data, shows the 

increase and, then decrease, in the number of adoptions from 1968 through to 2017. 

Australian Social Trends 1998 included a section on adoptions 9. They attributed the decreasing 

number of new-born babies available for adoptions to: 

• Rapidly changing social attitudes surrounding the plight of young unmarried mothers 

• The introduction of the supporting parent benefit in July 1973 

• A change in attitudes and laws relating to abortion 

• General practitioners prescribing the contraceptive pill (previously restricted to married 

women) to young unmarried women 

• The emergence of family planning centres and sex education classes which helped women 

avoid unwanted pregnancies 

                                                           
5 AIFS, 2016, Australia’s Mothers and babies 
6 AIFS, 2012, Past Adoption Experiences: National Research Study on the service Response to Past Adoption 
Practices (Research Report No. 21), Kenny,P., Higgins, D., Soloff, C. & Sweld, R 
7 https://www.adoptchange.org.au/page/10/adoption-information 
8 https://www.childrenbychoice.org.au/factsandfigures/adoptionfactsheet 
9 Australian Bureau of Statistics – 4102.0 – Australian Social Trends, 1998 
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• Increasing numbers of women in the work force and access to child care facilities 

The development of in-vitro fertilisation (IVF) also helped couples avoid the need for adoption. 

Australia had moved on from the times when some mothers saw themselves as being ‘victims of a 

systematic approach to recruiting “undeserving mothers’ for the service of deserving married 

couples’ 10 

Figure 1:- Adoptions by number and year, Australia, 1968-2017 

 

Source: AIHW Adoptions Australia data collection 

Institutions & hospitals 
In February 2012, the Senate handed down a report on the Inquiry into “Commonwealth 

Contribution to Forced Adoption Policies and Practices”. One of the recommendations from the 

inquiry was the issuing of a national apology to the parents and children for the harm they suffered 

through forced adoption. The Inquiry heard that although some pregnant young women remained at 

home, many were sent away for either the duration of the pregnancy or once they started to appear 

pregnant. This was to avoid the ‘shame and scandal’ and when the young women returned home 

the pregnancy, birth and baby were never spoken of again. Some women went to relatives and 

others went to homes for unwed mothers which were frequently run by religious organisations that 

also organised the adoption of babies. It was within these institutions and maternity hospitals that 

the process of forced adoptions took place. The report contains stories about coerced consent, 

drugging, abuse and babies being taken away at birth. Even when parents were supportive of the 

mother keeping the baby, or the father of the baby wanted to be involved, the pressure to adopt 

was still administered. False information was given to some mothers and their parents. They were 

led to believe they had no choice and no right to keep their baby and at times were even told their 

baby had died when in fact it was alive and had already been adopted. There were accounts of how 

treatment of unmarried mothers differed from that given to married mothers within the hospital 

system. The full report can be accessed online. 11  

                                                           
10 AIFS, 2012, Past Adoption Experiences: National Research Study on the service Response to Past Adoption 
Practices (Research Report No. 21), Kenny,P., Higgins, D., Soloff, C. & Sweld, R 
11 https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Community_Affairs/Completed 
_inquiries/2010-13/commcontribformerforcedadoption/report/index   
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Teenage pregnancy as a health and disadvantage problem 
There is clear evidence that teenage (aged 19 years or less) mothers and their babies are associated 

with several health risks. In 2015, The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) found that 

only 2.7% of all births were to teenage mums (aged under 20 years) with the vast majority (73.8%) 

being to mothers aged 18 or 19 years of age and only 0.8% to mothers aged under 15 years with an 

average age of 18.1 years. Most were born in Australia and were first-time mothers 12. The AIHW 

states that adverse maternal and perinatal outcomes are more likely to affect teenage mothers and 

mothers aged over 40 years. In addition to health risks teenage mothers experience social stigma 

and this may limit their access to education, employment and social support. This paper is only 

concerned with teenage mothers aged 15-19 years and young mothers aged 20-24 years.  

Figure 2: Teenage Mothers, less than 19 years, by age, Australia, 2015 

 

Source: AIHW, Teenage mothers in Australia, 2015 

The 2015 AIHW report compared young (20-24 years) and teenage (19 years or less) mothers and 

found several differences between the two groups. 

Teenage mums were more likely than those aged 20-24 years to: 

• Have a spontaneous labour (and less likely to have a caesarean section or diabetes) 

• Live in the lowest socioeconomic status (SES) areas or remote areas 

• Smoke during pregnancy 

• Have babies who were born pre-term, have a low birthweight, be small for gestational age 

or need resuscitation 

AIHW found that teenage mothers were more likely to live in regional Primary Health Networks with 

a regional birth rate of 18.3 births per 1,000 women aged 15-19 years compared to 7.5 births per 

1,000 in metropolitan Primary Health Network areas. 

In addition, almost one quarter of teenage mothers (24%) were Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 

Islander which brings higher levels of antenatal risk factors and poorer baby outcomes than non-

Indigenous teenage mothers.  

                                                           
12 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2018. Teenage mothers in Australia 2015. Cat. no. PER 93. 
Canberra: AIHW. 
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Teenage Mothers aged 15-19 years in 2016 
In 2016, in Greater Sydney there was a total of 140,383 females aged 15-19 and of those, 52.7% 

(73,964) lived in the 13 LGAs of Greater Western Sydney (GWS). Out of the total number of females 

who were aged 15-19 years, 1.0% (756 mothers) had at least one child. A further 12.5% did not state 

if they had ever had a child and the vast majority (86.5%) had never had a child.  

Figure 3: Females 15-19 years by number of children, GWS, 2016 

 
Source: ABS Census 2016, Tablebuilder Pro 

Teenage mothers are more likely to be aged 18 or 19 years. More than half (55.2% or 412 mothers) 

of all teenage mothers in GWS in 2016 were aged 19 years. More than a quarter (26.2% or 196 

mothers) were aged 18 years and a further 11.6% (87 mothers) were aged 17 years. Only 3.7% (28 

mothers) were aged 16 years and 3.2% (24 mothers) were aged 15 years. The census questions that 

asks how many children each female has had is only asked of females aged 15 years or more, but it 

would be reasonable to say that the number of females aged under 15 years who had at least one 

child would be very small. AIHW data shows a total of 63 mothers aged less than 15 years in 2015 

Australia wide. 

Figure 4: Females with one or more children by age, GWS, 2016 

 
Source: ABS Census 2016, Tablebuilder Pro 
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The majority of young mothers aged 15-19 years (81.4% or 608 mothers) in GWS in 2016, had only 

one child and 13.5% (101 mothers) had two children. There were a further 18 mothers (2.4%) with 

three children, 9 (1.2%) with six children and 11 (1.5%) with eight or more children.  

Figure 5: Females 15-19 years by number of children ever born, GWS, 2016 

 

Source: ABS Census 2016, Tablebuilder, 2016 

Blacktown LGA had the largest number of young mothers in 2016 at 177 but it also had the largest 

population of females aged 15-19 years. Penrith LGA had the next largest number of young mums 

(91 mothers) followed by Canterbury-Bankstown LGA (90 mothers) and Campbelltown LGA (83 

mothers). Lithgow had the highest proportion of young mums with 1.8% (10 mothers) of the female 

population aged 15-19 years having had at least one child.  

Table 1:Number of Children ever born to females 15-19 years, GWS LGAs, 2016 

 

Source: ABS Census 2016, Tablebuilder Pro 

No. % No. % No. % No. %

Blacktown 9,682       86.3% 177 1.6% 1,363       12.1% 11,222  100.0%

Blue Mountains 2,089       90.4% 24 1.0% 199           8.6% 2,312     100.0%

Camden 2,388       90.8% 18 0.7% 225           8.6% 2,631     100.0%

Campbelltown 4,433       85.8% 83 1.6% 653           12.6% 5,169     100.0%

Canterbury-Bankstown 9,013       84.5% 90 0.8% 1,568       14.7% 10,671  100.0%

Cumberland 5,052       83.9% 68 1.1% 898           14.9% 6,018     100.0%

Fairfield 5,896       85.6% 51 0.7% 938           13.6% 6,885     100.0%

Hawkesbury 1,959       87.9% 22 1.0% 248           11.1% 2,229     100.0%

Lithgow 454          80.6% 10 1.8% 99             17.6% 563        100.0%

Liverpool 6,064       84.9% 67 0.9% 1,014       14.2% 7,145     100.0%

Parramatta 4,828       88.0% 17 0.3% 641           11.7% 5,486     100.0%

Penrith 5,496       87.3% 91 1.4% 712           11.3% 6,299     100.0%

The Hills Shire 4,999       91.3% 16 0.3% 458           8.4% 5,473     100.0%

Wingecarribee 1,403       88.9% 18 1.1% 157           9.9% 1,578     100.0%

Wollondilly 1,433       87.6% 5 0.3% 198           12.1% 1,636     100.0%

GWS (13 LGAs) 63,334     86.5% 756 1.0% 9,118       12.5% 73,208  100.0%

Not stated
Total Females Aged  15-

19 years

Number of children ever born to females aged 15-19 years, GWS LGAs, 2016

LGA
No children

One or more 

children total
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Teenage mothers aged 15-19 years in 2006-2016 
The 2016 Census Timeseries data shows a steady decline in the number of females aged 15-19 years 

who had one or more children. Blacktown LGA had the highest number of young mums with 302 in 

2006, decreasing to 270 in 2011, and again to 185 in 2016. In most LGAs the number of young mums 

in 2016 was dramatically lower than the number in 2006. Lithgow and Wollondilly had increases in 

2011 but then dropped again to below 2006 levels, but both of these three LGAs still only had 15, 

and 9 young mums respectively. Although Canterbury-Bankstown had the largest total population of 

all GWS LGAs, they did not have the highest number of young mothers. In GWS and the wider 

regions of Lithgow and Wingecarribee, there was a total of 763 young mothers aged between 15-19 

years in 2016. The graph below illustrates the sharp decline in the number of young mothers aged 

15-19 years in GWS LGAS between 2006 and 2016. 

Figure 6: Females aged 15-19 years by one or more children by LGA, 2016 

 

Source: ABS Census 2016, Datapacks TSP. 

All LGAs had a decrease in the number of young mothers aged 15-19 years but the change varied 

from an increase of 10.5% in Wingecarribee -56.6% in Fairfield. Wingecarribee had an increase but it 

amounted to an increase of two mothers and a total of only 9 mothers in 2016.  Although Fairfiled’s 

decrease was the largest (-56.6%) the number of young mums fell from 106 in 2006 to 46 in 2016. 

Two of the fifteen LGAs in the table show decreases of more than 50%, another seven had decreases 

of between 40% and 49.0%, three had decreases of between 20% and 38.3% while the remaining 

two had decreases of -4.8% and an increase of 10.5%. The decrease for all LGAS in GWS -42.4% with 

the number of young mothers decreasing from 1,324 in 2006 to 763 in 2016. 

Both the graph above and the table below illustrate the trend of decreasing numbers of teenage 

mothers. The totals for Timeseries Profile tables for 2016 will not agree with General Profile tables 

for 2016 due to differences in the way data is calculated and backcast. 
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Table 2: Females aged 15-19 years with one or more children, by LGA, 2006-2016 

 

Source: ABS Census 2016, Tablebuilder Pro 

Comparison with other regions 
The proportion of teenage mothers in GWS (1.0%), in 2016, was slightly higher than Greater Sydney 

(0.8%) but lower than both the Rest of NSW (1.9%) and Australia (1.2%). It has been noted 

previously in this paper that regional areas had higher proportions of young mothers than 

metropolitan areas. The proportion of females aged 15-19 years who did not state the number of 

children they had ever had was quite high. However, the graph illustrates that GWS is very similar to 

comparative areas regarding the proportion of teenage mothers within their population.  

Figure 7: Proportion of females aged 15-19 years by number of children, Selected Regions, 2016 

 

Source: ABS Census 2016, Tablebuilder Pro 

LGA 2006 2011 2016 Change 2006-2016

Blacktown 302 270 185 -38.7%

Blue Mountains 43 42 28 -34.9%

Camden 21 19 20 -4.8%

Campbelltown 161 126 93 -42.2%

Canterbury-Bankstown 162 93 87 -46.3%

Cumberland 115 79 65 -43.5%

Fairfield 106 76 46 -56.6%

Hawkesbury 47 35 21 -55.3%

Lithgow 24 27 15 -37.5%

Liverpool 102 87 73 -28.4%

Parramatta 49 38 25 -49.0%

Penrith 179 146 99 -44.7%

The Hills Shire 22 18 12 -45.5%

Wingecarribee 19 20 21 10.5%

Wollondilly 15 30 9 -40.0%

GWS 1324 1059 763 -42.4%

Number of females aged 15-19 years with one or more children, by LGA, 2006-2016
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Social Marriage status of 15-19-year olds 
In 2016 in GWS, a total of 255 females (0.3%) aged 15-19 years were in a registered marriage and a 

further 596 females (0.8%) were in a de facto marriage. The number of males in a registered 

marriage (43 or 0.1%) or de facto marriage (295 or 0.4%) was much lower than the number of 

females. Canterbury-Bankstown had the highest number of married teenage females (77 or 0.7%) 

but Cumberland had the highest proportion of married teenage females (0.9% or 53).  

De-facto marriages were more common than registered marriages for both males and females in 

GWS. Lithgow had the highest proportion of teenage females in a de-facto marriage (3.3%) and 

males (1.1%) both of which were much higher than the GWS with 0.8% and 0.4% respectively.  

Table 3: Social marital status by age & sex, 15-19 years, GWS LGAs, 2016 

 

Source: ABS Census 2016, Tablebuilder Pro. 

No % No % No % No %

26            0.2% 106        0.9% 10,488   93.4% 613       5.5% 11,233      

-           0.0% 32          1.4% 2,075     89.6% 209       9.0% 2,316        

7              0.3% 15          0.6% 2,469     93.9% 139       5.3% 2,630        

14            0.3% 79          1.5% 4,710     91.0% 374       7.2% 5,177        

77            0.7% 45          0.4% 9,950     93.2% 599       5.6% 10,671      

53            0.9% 21          0.3% 5,631     93.6% 314       5.2% 6,019        

46            0.7% 25          0.4% 6,502     94.4% 315       4.6% 6,888        

-           0.0% 31          1.4% 1,982     88.8% 218       9.8% 2,231        

-           0.0% 19          3.3% 480         84.4% 70          12.3% 569           

27            0.4% 50          0.7% 6,581     92.2% 483       6.8% 7,141        

7              0.1% 33          0.6% 5,119     93.2% 335       6.1% 5,494        

4              0.1% 114        1.8% 5,711     90.7% 469       7.4% 6,298        

-           0.0% 14          0.3% 5,236     95.7% 223       4.1% 5,473        

-           0.0% 22          1.4% 1,203     76.0% 357       22.6% 1,582        

-           0.0% 25          1.5% 1,497     91.4% 116       7.1% 1,638        

255          0.3% 596        0.8% 67,953   92.8% 4,404    6.0% 73,208      

No % No % No % No %

Blacktown 7              0.1% 57          0.5% 11,322   93.8% 681       5.6% 12,067      

Blue Mountains -           0.0% 18          0.7% 2,258     92.1% 176       7.2% 2,452        

Camden -           0.0% 3             0.1% 2,497     91.7% 224       8.2% 2,724        

Campbelltown 3              0.1% 40          0.7% 5,029     91.8% 406       7.4% 5,478        

Canterbury-Bankstown 6              0.1% 23          0.2% 10,556   94.4% 602       5.4% 11,187      

Cumberland 9              0.1% 12          0.2% 6,164     94.5% 335       5.1% 6,520        

Fairfield 8              0.1% 15          0.2% 6,927     95.2% 325       4.5% 7,275        

Hawkesbury -           0.0% 10          0.4% 2,144     90.9% 204       8.7% 2,358        

Lithgow -           0.0% 7             1.1% 557         88.8% 63          10.0% 627           

Liverpool 3              0.0% 23          0.3% 7,193     92.9% 521       6.7% 7,740        

Parramatta -           0.0% 21          0.3% 5,493     91.3% 500       8.3% 6,014        

Penrith -           0.0% 60          0.9% 6,177     91.9% 484       7.2% 6,721        

The Hills Shire 3              0.1% 10          0.2% 5,574     96.3% 202       3.5% 5,789        

Wingecarribee -           0.0% 8             0.6% 1,225     84.4% 219       15.1% 1,452        

Wollondilly -           0.0% 7             0.4% 1,661     93.5% 109       6.1% 1,777        

GWS - 13 LGAs 43            0.1% 295        0.4% 72,987   93.4% 4,778    6.1% 78,103      

Penrith 

The Hills Shire 

Wingecarribee 

Wollondilly 

GWS - 13 LGAs

Fairfield 

Hawkesbury 

Lithgow 

Liverpool 

Parramatta 

Blue Mountains 

Camden 

Campbelltown

Canterbury-Bankstown 

Cumberland 

Not married Not applicable

Total

Total

Social Marital Status by age & sex, 15-19 years, GWS LGAs, 2016

LGA & Regions

LGA & Regions

Females

Males

Blacktown 

Married in a registered 

marriage

Married in a de 

facto marriage
Not married Not applicable

Married in a registered 

marriage

Married in a de 

facto marriage
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Young mothers aged 20-24 years in 2016 
In 2016 there was a total of 77,470 females aged 20-24 years. Of these, 79.7% had no children and 

10.7% had one or more children. A further 9.7% did not state if they had children, 

 or not 

Figure 8: Age of females with one or more children, GWS, 2016 

 

Source: ABS Census 2016, Tablebuilder Pro 

The number of women with one or more children increased in line with their age. Females aged 24 

years were more likely to have one or more children than those aged 20 years.  

Figure 9: Females 20-24 years with one or more children, GWS, 2016 

 

Source: ABS Census 2016, Tablebuilder Pro 

A closer look at the number of children females aged 20-24 years had revealed the vast majority had 

never had a child (79.7% or 61,724 females). One child was the most common number for females in 
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this age range (7.1% or 5,503 females) followed by those with two children (2.8% or 2,203 females). 

Fewer females had three children (0.6% or 462 females) ahead of only 76 (0.1%) with four children 

and 7 with five children. The number of mothers with six, seven or eight children were very small 

and therefore the ABS has randomised the numbers. 

Figure 10: Females 20-24 years by number of children ever born, GWS, 2016 

 

Source: ABS Census 2016, Tablebuilder Pro 

In GWS, 10.7% of females aged 20-24 years had one or more children. Lithgow had the highest 

proportion (25.2% or 120 mothers) compared to The Hills Shire with the lowest proportion (2.1% or 

98 mothers). Campbelltown and Penrith had the second highest proportion with 15.0%, followed by 

Wingecarribee (14.5%) and Blacktown (13.7%). Parramatta had the second lowest proportion with 

4.5% ahead of Fairfield with 8.7% and Blue Mountains with 8.9%.  

Table 4: Number of children ever born, females 20-24 years, selected LGAs, 2016 

 

Source: ABS Census 2016, Tablebuilder Pro 

No. % No. % No. % No. %

Blacktown 8567 77.5% 1510 13.7% 980 8.9% 11057 100.0%

Blue Mountains 1484 84.8% 156 8.9% 109 6.2% 1749 100.0%

Camden 1999 82.4% 255 10.5% 172 7.1% 2426 100.0%

Campbelltown 4344 76.4% 855 15.0% 490 8.6% 5689 100.0%

Canterbury-Bankstown 9380 78.3% 1263 10.5% 1340 11.2% 11983 100.0%

Cumberland 5878 76.1% 887 11.5% 957 12.4% 7722 100.0%

Fairfield 6056 81.9% 640 8.7% 698 9.4% 7394 100.0%

Hawkesbury 1722 79.8% 259 12.0% 178 8.2% 2159 100.0%

Lithgow 304 63.9% 120 25.2% 52 10.9% 476 100.0%

Liverpool 5637 78.1% 796 11.0% 785 10.9% 7218 100.0%

Parramatta 5922 84.6% 316 4.5% 758 10.8% 6996 100.0%

Penrith 5326 76.0% 1053 15.0% 628 9.0% 7007 100.0%

The Hills Shire 4221 91.6% 98 2.1% 291 6.3% 4610 100.0%

Wingecarribee 700 77.3% 131 14.5% 74 8.2% 905 100.0%

Wollondilly 1188 81.4% 166 11.4% 106 7.3% 1460 100.0%

GWS 61724 79.7% 8254 10.7% 7492 9.7% 77470 100.0%

Number of Children ever born to females aged 20-24 years, GWS LGAs, 2016

No children One or more children Not Stated
Total females aged 20-

24 yearsLGA
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Young mothers aged 20-24 years in 2006-2016 
Between 2006 and 2016 the number of mothers aged 20-24 years has decreased in all but one in 

LGA in GWS (Camden LGA) and one in the wider region (Lithgow). Camden had an increase of 46.2% 

in the number of mothers aged 20-24 years compared to GWS which experienced a decrease of 

17.3%. However, Camden also experienced an increase of 62.9% in the population of persons aged 

20-24 years between 2006 and 2016. The increase in Lithgow was 8.8% with the number of young 

mothers increasing from 113in 2006 to 136 in 2011 before dropping to 123 in 2016.The Hills Shire 

had the largest decrease of 47.6% ahead of Blue Mountains with -36.0%. Wollondilly had the 

smallest decrease with -8.1% and Penrith had the second lowest with -10.0%. 

Figure 11: Females aged 20-24 years with one or more children by LGA, 2006-2016 

 

Source: ABS Census 2016, Tablebuilder Pro 

 
Table 5: Number of females 20-24 years with one or more children by LGA, 2006-2016 

 
Source: ABS Census 2016, Tablebuilder Pro 

2006 2011 2016 Change 2006-2016

Blacktown 1949 1658 1513 -22.4%

Blue Mountains 253 212 162 -36.0%

Camden 173 180 253 46.2%

Campbelltown 1206 1037 862 -28.5%

Canterbury-Bankstown 1566 1379 1261 -19.5%

Cumberland 1198 1038 894 -25.4%

Fairfield 965 836 641 -33.6%

Hawkesbury 315 313 271 -14.0%

Lithgow 113 136 123 8.8%

Liverpool 963 870 806 -16.3%

Parramatta 403 428 308 -23.6%

Penrith 1190 1095 1071 -10.0%

The Hills Shire 191 131 100 -47.6%

Wingecarribee 147 170 129 -12.2%

Wollondilly 173 167 159 -8.1%

GWS 10545 9344 8301 -17.3%

Number of females aged 20-24 years with one or more children, by LGA, 2006-2016
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Comparison with other regions 
The proportion of females aged 20-24 years who had one or children ranges from a low of 6.8% in 

Greater Sydney to a high of 16.6% in the Rest of NSW. It has been noted previously in this paper that 

regional areas had higher proportions of young mothers than metropolitan areas. The proportion of 

mothers aged 20-24 years in GWS (10.7%) was slightly higher than the National proportion of 10.3%. 

Greater Sydney had the highest proportion of young women who did not state the number of 

children they had ever had.  

Figure 12: Proportion of females 20-24 years by number of children, Selected Regions, 2016 

 

Source: ABS Census 2016, Tablebuilder Pro 

 

Social Marriage Status of 20-24 year olds 
In 2016, it was more common for males and females aged 20-24 years to state they were not 

married. However, for those in social marriages, the proportion of females in both registered or de-

facto marriages was higher the proportion of males. In LGAs with a higher proportion of persons 

born overseas young people in this age range there was a higher proportion of females and males in 

registered marriages rather than defacto marriages. Cumberland had the highest proportion of 

females in a registered marriage (15.9%) followed by Canterbury-Bankstown (14.0%) and Fairfield 

(10.6%) and the lowest proportion in a de-facto marriage with 3.8%, 4.3% and 3.5% respectively. The 

Hills Shire had the fourth lowest proportion of de-facto marriages with 4.2%. Lithgow had the 

highest proportion of females in a de-facto marriage (19.4%) followed by Wingecarribee (18.6%) and 

Penrith (.15.1%). 

Males aged 20-24 years were less likely than females to be in either a registered or de-facto 

marriage. Hawkesbury had the highest proportion of males in a registered marriage (4.1%) followed 

by Cumberland (3.9%) and Fairfield (3.8%). Cumberland (2.2%), Fairfield (2.2%), The Hills Shire (2.6%) 
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and Canterbury-Bankstown (2.8%) had the lowest proportion of males aged 20-24 years who were in 

a de-facto marriage. Wingecarribee had the highest proportion of males aged 20-24 years in a de-

facto marriage (12.1%) ahead of Lithgow (11.9%) and Penrith (9.8%).  

Table 6: Social Marital Status by age & sex, 20-24 years, GWS LGAs, 2016 

 

Source: ABS Census 2016, Tablebuilder Pro 

 

 

 

No. % No. % No. % No. %

852 7.7% 880 8.0% 8507 76.9% 823 7.4% 11062

80 4.6% 189 10.8% 1242 71.0% 239 13.7% 1750

155 6.4% 311 12.9% 1737 71.9% 214 8.9% 2417

398 7.0% 691 12.1% 4074 71.3% 550 9.6% 5713

1682 14.0% 515 4.3% 8757 73.1% 1023 8.5% 11977

1231 15.9% 295 3.8% 5588 72.4% 607 7.9% 7721

783 10.6% 256 3.5% 5916 79.8% 458 6.2% 7413

137 6.3% 297 13.7% 1433 65.9% 307 14.1% 2174

35 7.2% 95 19.4% 262 53.6% 97 19.8% 489

729 10.1% 365 5.1% 5495 76.1% 633 8.8% 7222

593 8.5% 528 7.6% 5204 74.4% 666 9.5% 6991

473 6.7% 1057 15.1% 4743 67.6% 743 10.6% 7016

107 2.3% 196 4.2% 4049 87.7% 267 5.8% 4619

63 7.0% 168 18.6% 542 60.1% 129 14.3% 902

86 5.9% 205 14.0% 980 66.9% 194 13.2% 1465

7306 9.4% 5785 7.5% 57725 74.4% 6724 8.7% 77540

No. % No. % No. % No. %

Blacktown 310 2.6% 632 5.4% 9840 83.6% 995 8.4% 11777

Blue Mountains 46 2.5% 142 7.6% 1449 77.2% 239 12.7% 1876

Camden 68 2.8% 217 9.0% 1902 78.6% 232 9.6% 2419

Campbelltown 153 2.7% 475 8.3% 4552 79.2% 566 9.9% 5746

Canterbury-Bankstown 464 3.7% 355 2.8% 10738 85.8% 963 7.7% 12520

Cumberland 371 3.9% 206 2.2% 8207 87.0% 645 6.8% 9429

Fairfield 299 3.8% 174 2.2% 6955 87.8% 496 6.3% 7924

Hawkesbury 91 4.1% 209 9.4% 1634 73.5% 289 13.0% 2223

Lithgow 13 2.1% 72 11.9% 367 60.5% 155 25.5% 607

Liverpool 211 2.9% 282 3.8% 5999 81.8% 840 11.5% 7332

Parramatta 189 2.4% 367 4.7% 6381 81.1% 930 11.8% 7867

Penrith 212 3.0% 698 9.8% 5421 76.2% 779 11.0% 7110

The Hills Shire 54 1.1% 133 2.6% 4636 91.0% 270 5.3% 5093

Wingecarribee 34 3.4% 120 12.1% 716 72.1% 123 12.4% 993

Wollondilly 40 2.8% 132 9.2% 1104 77.0% 158 11.0% 1434

GWS - 13 LGAs 2508 3.0% 4022 4.9% 68818 83.2% 7402 8.9% 82750

Total

Married in a 

registered marriage

Married in a de facto 

marriage
Not married Not applicable

Social Marital Status by age & sex, 20-24 years, GWS LGAs, 2016
Females

Not applicableNot married
Married in a de facto 

marriage

Married in a 

registered marriageLGA Total

Males

Blacktown 

Blue Mountains 

Camden 

Campbelltown  

Canterbury-Bankstown 

Cumberland 

Fairfield 

Hawkesbury 

Wingecarribee 

Wollondilly 

GWS - 13 LGAs

Lithgow 

Liverpool 

Parramatta 

Penrith 

The Hills Shire 
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Age-specific fertility rate – births per 1,000 women 
The Australian Institute of Family Studies (AIFS)13 states the total fertility rate has fallen from a high 

of 3.55 births per 1,000 women in 1961 to 1.93 in 2012. However, this is only part of the story with 

the rates varying and changing over time for women of different ages. The table below from the AIFS 

website the fertility rate starting in the 1920s, where those age 25-29 years had the highest rate 

(169.0) followed by 30-34 year olds (142.5) and 20-24 year olds (135.9). At that point in time the rate 

for females aged 15-19 years was 26.6, compared to 43.6 for females aged 40-44 years. The rate for 

births to 15-19 year olds rose to 41.8 in 1955, dropped to 22.8 in 1985 and again to 16.1 in 2012. The 

age -specific fertility rate (AFR) for births to mothers age 20-24 years peaked at 205.4 in 1955 but 

had dropped to 53.3 in 2012. The overall pattern for the AFR was higher for all age ranges in 1921 

than in 2012 but rather than the highest rates being associated with women in their 20s, it has 

shifted where the age range with the highest AFR was 30-34 years from 2000, followed by those 

aged 25-29 years, and 35-39 years. The AFR for birth to 15-19 year olds and 40-44 years have both 

dramatically reduced since 1921. Since 1985 the teenage AFR has continued to decline to 16.1 in 

2012, while the rate for women aged 44-49 years, after gradually decreasing until 1980, started a 

continual rise to 15.2 in 2012. 

Figure 13: Age specific fertility rate by age ranges, Australia, 1921-2012 

 

Sources: ABS (2008). Australian historical statistics (Cat. No. 3105.0.65.001); ABS (2012) Births, Australia, 2012 
(Cat. No. 3301.0). 

The following graph shows the age specific fertility rate for individuals ages between 15 and 24 

years. There was a notable downward trend for all ages, particularly for those aged 18 years or 

older. In particular the rate for 24 year old females more than halved from above 160 per 1,000 

females to around 60 per 1,000 females. The rate for 15 year old females although experiencing a 

decrease, has been persistently low since the 1970s. Although females aged 15-17 years were having 

babies, this graph shows that they were having babies at much lower rates than those aged 18 years 

or more in 1974 and right through to 2014. 

                                                           
13 https://aifs.gov.au/facts-and-figures/births-australia 
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Figure 14: Age specific fertility rate for females 15-24 years, Australia, 1975-2014 

 

Sources: ABS (2008). Australian historical statistics (Cat. No. 3105.0.65.001); ABS (2012) Births, Australia, 2012 (Cat. No. 3301.0). 
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Ex-nuptial births 
The ABS defines nuptial births as those being to parents who were married at the time, which was 

66% of all births in 2010. The remaining 34% of births were ex-nuptial but many of those were likely 

to be in a defacto relationship. 14 The number of ex-nuptial births in Australia rose sharply after 1980 

but has remained quite steady since the late 1990s. The following graph shows the number of ex-

nuptial births in Australia since Federation in 1901 through to 2012. 

Figure 15: Ex-nuptial birth by proportion of births, Australia, 1901-2012 

 
Sources: ABS (various years) Births Australia (Cat. No. 3301.0); Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics (1964, 

1973) Demography (Bulletin No. 63 & 86). 

The ABS states that although the number of ex-nuptial births has increased over time, the 

proportion of births where paternity was not acknowledged has decreased. In 1990, 23% of ex-

nuptial births were not acknowledged but in 2010 this had decreased to only 9%. Paternity is 

considered as not being acknowledged when the father has not signed the registration statement. 

Ex-nuptial births where paternity was not acknowledged accounted for 5% of all births in 1990 down 

to only 3% in 2010. 

In New South Wales, the proportion of nuptial births was slightly higher than Australia in 2010 but 

the proportion of ex-nuptial births without acknowledgement of paternity was similar and static. 

Table 7: Confinements in NSW, by nuptiality, 2006-2017 

 
Source: ABS.Stat, ABS website, extracted 11/2/2019 

                                                           
14 Australian Bureau of Statistics – Cat. 3301.0 – Births, Australia, 2010 

Nuptial Ex-nuptial Ex-nuptial, paternity 

acknowledged

Ex-nuptial, paternity 

not acknowledged

Total 

Births

2010 68.7% 31.3% 27.8% 3.6% 99738

2011 68.9% 31.1% 27.8% 3.3% 97602

2013 69.0% 31.0% 27.9% 3.1% 99011

2015 68.8% 31.2% 27.8% 3.4% 98691

2017 68.5% 31.5% 28.1% 3.4% 95206

Confinement in New South Wales by nuptiality, 2006-2017
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Social Security – Welfare benefits 
In Australia single parents have access to the benefit Parenting Payment - Single. This is paid to 

parents with a child under the age of 8 years and includes mutual obligation tied to the age of the 

youngest child.15 Those with a child aged under 6 years may need to participate in ParentsNext, a 

program that aims to assist parents prepare for work by helping with education and employment 

goals and connecting people with general support with health, education, child care, housing and 

meeting other parents. Parents with children aged 6-7 years are required to attend appointments 

with a job provider and agree to a Job Plan which may require the parent to look for work; work 

part-time; study, or do an approved activity. Failure to meet any of these obligations may result in 

the parent losing their benefit. When their youngest child turns eight the benefit recipient is moved 

onto Newstart.  

The Department of Social Services (DSS) releases data through data.gov.au about the number of 

benefit recipients by benefit type and age. The following table is for the whole of NSW and shows a 

total of 70,803 recipients of the Parenting Payment Single in September 2018. Of these, 3,376 were 

male and 67,427 were female. The majority of payments were received by persons aged 25-44 

years. There were only 18 recipients aged under 16 years of age and a further 2,372 aged 16-20 

years.  

There were an additional 584 recipients who were aged 16-20 years who were receiving the 

Parenting Payment Partnered benefit. Overall, this makes a total of 2,974 young parents aged 20 

years or less who were in receipt of some form of parenting payment in September 2018. 

Table 8: Parenting payment partnered/single by age range, NSW, Sept. 2018 

 
Source: DSS, September 2018 

The maximum fortnightly payment for Parenting Payment Single as at 8 November 2018 was 

$768.50 (including the Pension Supplement). The income test allows people who receive the full 

payment to earn a gross income per fortnight of $188.60 for one child, $214.20 with two children, 

$237.80 with three children and $24.60 for each extra child over three.16 

                                                           
15 https://www.humanservices.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/parenting-payment/what-are-your-
commitments/mutual-obligation-and-participation-requirements 
16 https://www.humanservices.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/parenting-payment/how-much-you-can-
get/income-and-assets-tests 

Payment type
Parenting Payment 

Partnered

Parenting Payment 

Single

Under 16 0 18

16-20 584 2,372

21-24 2,308 9,521

25-34 11,735 33,946

35-44 8,115 20,711

45-54 1,036 3,685

55-64 204 534

65 and over 10 16

Total 23,992 70,803

Recipients of Parenting payment partnered/single by age, New 

South Wales, September 2018
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How welfare policy can impact single parents  
A report by Good Shepherd Australia17 detailed the findings from 26 interviews with single mothers 

about their experience of the Welfare to Work policy introduced in 2006. The report finds “the 

Welfare to Work policy is not only failing to help single mothers find employment, it is increasing 

their financial insecurity and eroding their attempts to find work and become self-reliant”. They 

state that the system was not working for these women. Jobactive providers failed to find jobs for all 

but one respondent and that was only a short-term role. Women reported having to leave 

employment to attend compulsory jobactive interviews (or risk losing benefits), not having 

consistency in how activities were interpreted and whether they counted as an approved activity 

and losing their payments due to negligence or poor communication between their jobactive 

provider and Centrelink or inconsistent policy interpretation. Financial hardship was experienced 

when the youngest child turned 8 years with benefits reducing overnight when they were moved to 

Newstart. 

The Minister for Jobs and Industrial Relations, Kelly O’Dwyer, said the “Government doesn’t want 

people and their families consigned to a life of welfare” and described ParentsNext as “designed to 

be flexible and it responded to the needs of participants. 18 However, the same article interviewed 

one mother who stated she had a university degree and was planning to return to work when her 

daughter started school in 2019 but was moved to ParentsNext in September 2018. She said 

activities she was already doing and paying for, such as swimming lessons, were part of the plan and 

ParentsNext would ring and check on her attendance. The Council of Single Mothers and Their 

Children Victoria said the program was not delivering what it was designed to deliver and instead the 

“program is requiring them to jump through hoops to get their government benefits, but it’s not 

really making them more ready for the workforce.”  

Supporting Young Mothers 
McArthur & Barry interviewed 35 younger mothers on their experience of being a mother and the 

support they received. The results were highlighted in the Research to Practice Series from the 

Institute of Child Protection titled “Younger Mothers: Stigma and Support” in September 201319. The 

young mothers they interviewed had dreams of a better future for their children but at times the 

stigma they experienced prevented them from accessing formal support. McArthur & Barry found 

young parents faced several challenges in parenting. Some were the same as all parents, such as 

“feeling tired, unprepared and overwhelmed, having no time for themselves, getting into a routine 

feeling isolated and having difficulties with breastfeeding.”. Other challenges were not necessarily 

related to being young but could be exacerbated by age, such as mental health issues, financial 

stress or hardship, unstable and inadequate housing, and a reliance on public transport. The latter 

challenges were often barriers to accessing services but also limited their capacity to engage in 

further study or employment.  

Some of the young mothers in McArthur & Barry’s study had been attending the CCCares program 

(Canberra College Cares) at Canberra College. This program provides a flexible learning environment 

                                                           
17 Good Shepherd Australia (2018) “Outside systems control my life: The experience of single mothers on 
Welfare to Work” Available at https://www.goodshep.org.au/policy-research/welfare-to-work/ 
18 https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-02-01/centrelink-payment-parentsnext-under-fire/10763732 
19 McArthur, M. & Barry, E. (2013) Institute of Child Protection Studies Research to Practice Series 3 – Younger 
Mothers: Stigma and Support. Available at 
www.acu.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/589673/Practice_Series_3_Sept2013_YoungerMothers.pdf 
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for pregnant and parenting students from the ACT and surrounding areas 20. There is child-minding 

available as well as transport. CCCares website states a number of aims including designing “Pathways 

Plans with young parents to develop the necessary skills and personal strengths they need to become marketable and 

employable in the future, thereby assisting our young people to become financially independent” 

Swinburne Young Mums Program is run in Victoria and provides a supportive and safe environment 

for young mums aged 15-20 years to complete their secondary education. They are able to obtain a 

Victoria Certificate of Applied Learning over one year. The mothers can bring their children to class 

or use one of the nearby childcare centres. In addition to literacy and numeracy, the course helps 

young mothers connect with each other, and learn additional skills such as budgeting, time 

management, and a range of real life skills.  Since the program was launched in 2007 it has helped 

over 100 young mothers obtain their certificate. The program is funded by the Swinburne Alumni 

and the community. 21,22,23 

A similar program was run at Plumpton High School but has all but ended since the principal, Glenn 

Sergeant, retired. The program “aimed to support teenage mothers to finish their education and 

expand their options after they graduated, with the objective of helping the girls retain their 

independence and stay off welfare.”. 24 The success of the program was highlighted in firstly 

“Plumpton High Babies”, a television documentary and the follow up “Plumpton High Babies ten 

years on” which were shown on the ABC. 

The Australian Institute of Family Studies released a paper in November 2010 written by Rhys Price-

Robertson. He explains how young parents experience the same challenges as older parents have 

while dealing with their own developmental needs. This results in the need for support that 

responds to the needs of the children and the parent. He believes that if this is achieved, “then 

teenage parenthood need not be a negative experience, rather, it can become a catalyst for growth 

and positive life outcomes”. The paper is a Child Family Community Australia Practice Sheet and 

provides guidelines on how a service can be planned and delivered to optimise outcomes for 

everyone involved. One example given as an effective service is a rural service key components of 

home visits, young mother’s playgroup, transport provision, input from the young mothers and close 

collaboration with the local TAFE, community health and medical centres, the local library and the 

Department of Community Services, Family Support, Probation and Parole. 25 

When young mums are given the right support, most can overcome the setback of having a baby in 

their teenage years. The support needs to be flexible and given without judgement. It appears that 

the hardest thing for many young mums is completing their education. Mainstream schools find it 

difficult to provide the right support services unless additional resources are available, and the issues 

of childcare and transportation are addressed.  Completing their education is vital for young mums if 

they are to succeed in the future through securing a good job or continuing onto higher education. 

                                                           
20 http://www.canberrac.act.edu.au/information/programs/cc_cares 
21 https://www.swinburne.edu.au/giving/why-giving-matters/young-mums-program/ 
22 https://alumni.swin.edu.au/donations/young-mums 
23 https://www.weeklytimesnow.com.au/country-living/education/tertiary/students-with-children-can-study-
and-feel-safe-at-swinburne/news-story/7103b4352e819129125036962b348c46 
24 https://www.theguardian.com/tv-and-radio/2016/nov/26/plumpton-high-babies-10-years-on-how-a-
teacher-changed-lives-for-pregnant-teenagers 
25 https://aifs.gov.au/cfca/publications/supporting-young-parents 
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Conclusion 
Considering the number of babies born to mothers of all ages, the proportion of teenage mothers 

and mothers aged 20-24 years is very low, not only in GWS but throughout Australia. There is clear 

evidence that young mothers face several health risks and experience disadvantage.  Lack of money, 

reliance on public transport, social stigma, lack of social support and health risks, may limit their 

access to education, employment and social support.  

Several factors are said to have contributed to the decrease in young mothers. These include the 

ability to prescribe the contraceptive pill to unmarried women, changes in attitude and laws relating 

to abortion and the emergence of family planning centres and sex education classes. There are now 

very few young mothers, which should make the issue of assisting them, a much easier task. 

One of the main changes for young mothers in the past fifty years was the change in attitude to 

ex-nuptial babies and the introduction of benefits for single parents which enabled young mothers 

to keep their babies rather than have them adopted.  The recent report on the ‘Commonwealth 

Contribution to Former Forced Adoption Policies and Practices’ brought to light harrowing stories of 

the treatment of young pregnant women and their babies. Past adoption practices created an 

ongoing source of grief and trauma for many of the mothers and babies involved. 

Several programs aimed at overcoming the barriers faced by young mothers have shown that with 

the right support young mothers can complete their education, giving them and their children 

greater options in the future and, therefore, reducing their reliance on welfare. However, these 

holistic programs, which not only give access to education but also teach live skills and help with 

transport and child care, are few and far between with those mentioned in this paper located in 

Victoria or Western Australia. 

Prevention is the best response to teenage pregnancy but when that isn’t effective, we need to 

assist young mothers in any way we can to ensure that they and their babies have an equal 

opportunity to succeed in life. 

 


