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II.  Executive summary 

 

What do children in Australia value about their communities? How are communities 

supporting children?  How are communities failing them ï and why?  These questions 

underpin the óChildren, Communities and Social Capital in Australiaô research project, and 

shape this report.  

Over the past fifteen years, governments at Commonwealth, state and local levels have been 

concerned with strengthening communities as part of a policy shift towards ólocal solutions to 

local problemsô and to place-based initiatives. This policy shift was heavily influenced by 

ideas of social capital. Children are often assumed to benefit from óstrong communitiesô, yet 

we know very little about childrenôs views on what makes a strong, supportive community. 

Indeed, we know very little about childrenôs places and roles within Australian communities. 

If policies and initiatives are to be inclusive of children ï as this report argues they should ï it 

is crucial that we understand childrenôs views and experiences of their communities. 

Children, Communities and Social Capital in Australia is one of the first research projects to 

explore in depth what children in middle childhood think about their communities, how 

children experience ócommunityô on a daily basis, and what vision they have for their 

communities. For the purposes of this research, ómiddle childhoodô is defined as the eight to 

twelve year age group. The project was funded by an Australian Research Council Linkage 

Grant, and carried out in collaboration with The Benevolent Society and NAPCAN (National 

Association for Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect). 

This report presents the findings of participatory, rights-based research with 108 children 

aged between eight and twelve years across six sites in eastern Australia. The findings 

provide important insights into communities from a childôs standpoint.  

This research also demonstrates childrenôs capacity to engage in detailed discussion and 

deliberation about ówhat worksô ï and ówhat is brokenô ï within their community.  

Additionally, it demonstrates the important insights children can provide into how to fix that 

which is broken. 
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Based on the childrenôs conceptualisation of community, we use the following definition of 

community in this report: 

Community is a social space within which people are personally connected and 

known to one another. Within this social space, people provide friendship and support 

to one another and work towards common goals. Respect and kindness are very 

important. In times of severe difficulty or crisis, communities need to be supported by 

helping professionals, such as police and ambulance services. The people who make 

up a community can be diverse. 

The findings presented here are structured around the óCommunity Jigsawô. The Community 

Jigsaw is an analytical tool, based on childrenôs priorities of what makes a strong and 

supportive community. The Community Jigsaw is shaped by four overarching categories: 

(i) Relationships as forming the basis ï the very heart ï of community; 

(ii)  Safety as essential to childrenôs perception and experience of community; 

(iii)  Physical places as important to childrenôs experience of and connection with 

community; 

(iv) Resources as important in contributing to, and often shaping, experience of 

community. 

Within each of the four categories, several sub-categories emerged, resulting in a rich mosaic 

based on childrenôs views and experiences.  The sub-categories can be seen as forming pieces 

of a jigsaw puzzle. When all pieces are in place, communities are strong and supportive of 

children. The more pieces missing, the less supportive the community is of children. At some 

point so many pieces are missing that the jigsaw falls apart. At this point, communities have 

become dysfunctional places from childrenôs perspectives.  

The children who participated in this research identified as important, issues which are 

represented by the following pieces of the Community Jigsaw:  

(i) Relationships: Family; Time with Parents; Friends; Good Neighbours; Caring 

People; Being Listened To; Community Get-togethers. 

(ii)  Safety: Positive Interactions; No Violence; No Bullying; No Drunkenness. 

(iii)  Physical Places: Home; A Good Environment; Inclusive Spaces. 

(iv) Resources: Financial Security; Public Services. 
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In our representation of childrenôs input in the Community Jigsaw (discussed in section 4 of 

this report), we have left the edges unfinished, indicating that this research is not exhaustive 

or comprehensive, and there is potential for the Community Jigsaw to be refined and 

extended, based on future research with children.  Central to each piece of the jigsaw are the 

vitally  

important concepts of respect and inclusion. 

Key Findings 

Too often communities are failing to include children or to make them feel safe, 

respected and listened to.  

While there are many positive aspects of childrenôs experience of community, the majority of 

children who participated in this research described being treated in a rude, dismissive or 

hostile manner by the adults in their communities. Many children spoke of being 

disconnected from the adults in their community, including their parents. Long working 

hours, time burdens, injury, illness and a preference for socialising with adults were all 

reasons provided by children for the limited time they were able to spend with their parents. 

This is highly relevant for childrenôs experiences of community, as many children described 

their parents as actual or potential catalysts for their own involvement in their communities. It 

is important to emphasise here that childrenôs insights indicate that lack of time with parents 

is not just a consequence of parental choice.  Social factors, including financial pressures, 

(adult) peer expectations, and social and labour market policies, are often crucial 

determinants of how families structure their time. Children who described spending more 

time with their parents were also more likely to speak more positively about their 

communities.  

While the most intimate relationships are central to childrenôs sense of community, so too are 

broader, less familiar relationships. Children who knew their neighbours and had positive 

daily interactions with people around them (both adults and children) were more likely to feel 

safe, included and respected within their communities. Supportive and respectful 

relationships, including intergenerational relationships, are essential to childrenôs positive 

sense of community.  



15 

 

Many children do not feel safe within their communities.  

This striking finding is far more likely to be the case for children living in areas identified as 

ódisadvantagedô. This research provides important insights into why children feel unsafe, 

with three factors being particularly significant.  First, children ï particularly in the 

disadvantaged communities ï are fearful and distrustful of people with whom they are not 

familiar.  Many children spoke of óstranger dangerô. Second, children felt threatened by car-

related aggression and violence ï such as speeding in residential areas; drivers yelling at or 

abusing children; and drivers performing burn-outs, donuts and driving dangerously ï which 

creates streetscapes that are exclusive of, and hostile to children. Third, and very importantly 

for children, excessive use of alcohol in public spaces ï and the drunken and often violent 

behaviour that accompanies it ï makes children feel highly vulnerable and damages the 

potential for children to feel safe and included in their communities.  

The socio-economic status of a community and a childôs family status matters.  

Children living in the four disadvantaged sites were far more likely than those living in the 

more advantaged sites to describe being exposed to negative elements of their community. 

This research finds that when parents have more resources, they are better able to shield 

children from the more negative elements of community, such as anti-social or dangerous 

behaviour, the ways cars are driven, and public drunkenness. Children in a site that was 

relatively advantaged were far more likely than those in the disadvantaged sites to feel safe in 

their community, to know their neighbours, and to be on friendly terms with adults. They 

were also less likely, than children in the disadvantaged sites, to experience or witness public 

drunken behaviour. While children in the most advantaged of the sites described feeling safe 

in their community, they indicated that they were often quite disconnected from their local 

community. They described very busy schedules that allowed them little time to get to know 

the people living near them or to be involved in their community outside of school.   

The children who participated in this research were somewhat ambivalent as to whether 

or not school was part of their community.  

Children considered school to be a very important part of their lives, but some described it as 

an institution rather than part of the community. School friends, however, were generally 

considered to be central to childrenôs communities. School was variously described as part of 

the community, as a community in and of itself, and as separate from community. This raises 
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important questions about policies that assume school is the most important ï or only ï 

aspect of a childôs community. 

A child standpoint on community is different from a dominant, adult-centric 

standpoint.  

This research demonstrates powerfully that adultsô perceptions of the strength or 

inclusiveness of a community should not be used as a proxy for childrenôs perspectives and 

experiences.  This research also indicates that a child standpoint challenges us to confront the 

ways in which communities are hostile towards children and create for them a sense of 

distrust or threat. At the same time, many of the issues raised by children are likely to also be 

important for adults, such as the need to prevent public violence, concerns about public 

drunkenness, and the importance of providing public services.  

If policy makers and service providers are concerned that communities be safe and supportive 

places for children, it is crucial that childrenôs perspectives, experiences and priorities are 

listened to and taken seriously. This means recognising that óadult solutionsô are not always 

solutions for children. An example here is the way that the provision of childrenôs rooms by 

many clubs and other venues serving alcohol and providing gambling works differently for 

adults and for children. While childrenôs rooms are presented as ófamily friendlyô and as a 

means of keeping children happily occupied while parents socialise, a significant proportion 

of children involved in this research who used such rooms had a different view. They 

described childrenôs rooms as boring and exclusionary; something to be endured while adults 

have fun. The issue here is not the childrenôs rooms per se, but the way in which children are 

excluded by adult forms of socialising.  

Findings point to the need for indicators highlighting issues significant to child- 

inclusive communities.  

Another important policy relevant finding of this research is that children should be explicitly 

included in measures or indicators designed to determine community strength, social capital 

or social inclusion. It is not sufficient that child relevant indicators focus only on 

ódevelopmentalô issues, but that measures of social inclusion, social capital and community 

strength ask children directly about their sense of voice or empowerment, inclusion or safety.  

Here, we can learn from the omissions of the indicators developed by the federal Social 

Inclusion Board (in operation from 2007-2013). While this research suggests that many of the 
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indicators developed were considered very important by children, people under the age of 

fifteen were excluded from most.   

Policy Implications 

Arising from the findings of this research are a number of policy implications. These are 

listed below and are placed in context and discussed in the relevant sections of the report. We 

use the term ópolicy implicationsô rather than ópolicy recommendationsô so as to refrain from 

being prescriptive. Our primary aim is to contribute to much needed debate about the ways 

communities can support and include children.   

Relationships 

1. Labour market policies, including workforce participation requirements placed upon 

parents (such as those implemented through Centrelink), should take serious account 

of the centrality of time spent with parents to childrenôs sense of community.  

1.1. In particular, Centrelink participation requirements should be eased to take 

account of parentsô caring role and the importance of time spent with children 

not only in the early years but also in middle childhood. 

2. Planning and design processes should take greater account of creating entertainment 

and recreation spaces that are genuinely child-inclusive. 

2.1. Clubs and similar venues should redesign their óchildrenôs roomô so that they 

are supportive and inclusive places, rather than exclusionary places, for 

children. Such redesign should be based on serious, meaningful and 

independent consultation with children. 

2.2. Clubs and similar venues should promote and adhere to limits on the length of 

time parents are permitted to leave children in óchildrenôs roomsô. 

3. Broad-based community events should be supported with particular attention to 

making them inclusive of children. Such events should be alcohol-free or severely 

restrict the amount of alcohol available.   

4. Local, place-based initiatives designed to create familiarity between neighbours, 

including children, should be promoted by both government and non-government 

agencies. 
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5. Measures and indicators of social inclusion, social capital, community strength and 

support (such as those developed by federal, state/territory and local governments) 

should explicitly include data relating to children in middle childhood, including self-

assessment where such an approach is used for other age cohorts in the community. 

6. Attention should be given by agencies such as the Human Rights Commissions and 

Childrenôs Commissioners at federal and state levels to promoting social attitudes that 

respect, value and respect children. 

Safety 

7. Policies at all levels of government must recognise and respond to the fact that 

excessive use of alcohol by adults, and associated drunken behaviour, has a direct and 

negative impact on childrenôs sense of safety and inclusion in their communities. 

8. State and local governments should act to curb excessive public use of alcohol by 

adults, including by: 

8.1. Providing resources for closer monitoring of alcohol serving venues by 

licensing bodies and law enforcement agencies; 

8.2. Greater promotion, funding and enforcement of Responsible Service of 

Alcohol (RSA) requirements.  

9. Greater attention should be paid to the social impact of licensing new alcohol-serving 

venues and extending the trading hours of existing venues. There is a particular need 

to restrict licensed venues in residential areas. 

9.1. Social impact analyses should be seriously undertaken and should not amount 

to ótick-a-boxô exercises.  

9.2. Specifically, child-focused social impact analyses should be developed and 

implemented as part of the licensing process. 

10. State and local governments should develop and strengthen existing strategies to 

make public spaces such as parks safe and attractive for children, including children 

in middle childhood. More resources should be allocated to maintaining parks as 

alcohol-free, drug-free, clean spaces where communities, particularly families and 

children, can socialise. 
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Places 

11. Children should be consulted in the planning and design of public spaces, in line with 

child-friendly city principles (such as those set out by UNICEF: 

http://www.unicef.org.au/Discover/Australia-s-children/Child-Friendly-Cities.aspx). 

12. Planning processes should take greater account of gender differences in boysô and 

girlsô use of public spaces, with particular attention to fun and inclusive places for 

girls in middle childhood. 

13. Public spaces for children should take account of the needs and preferences of 

children in middle childhood, and should cater to childrenôs desire for places that are 

inclusive and safe, but also fun and exciting, with scope for engaging in high energy 

play and games. 

14. New suburbs and housing estates should be designed and built with adequate 

footpaths to allow children to move safely around their neighbourhoods. Attention 

should be given to maintenance of paths in existing suburbs.  

15. Place-based services should be assessed to ensure they are genuinely inclusive of, and 

accessible to children. 

16. óCommunities for Childrenô and similar initiatives should ensure that children are 

identified as stakeholders and are consulted on the types of services that are 

appropriate in a given area. 

Resources 

17. National, state and local government initiatives providing services focusing primarily 

on early childhood should be extended to provide for children in middle childhood, as 

appropriate to their needs.  

18. Proposed cuts or expansions to services, such as police, hospitals and family benefits, 

should be assessed for their impact on children. 

School 

19. Initiatives designed to build strong communities for children should recognise that 

school is only one aspect of childrenôs communities ï and sometimes not the most 
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important aspect.  Initiatives to build strong communities for children should not rely 

exclusively on schools.  

20. If the role expected of schools is expanded to include community strengthening and 

building, individual schools much be resourced adequately to play such expanded 

roles. 

21. The development of school curricula at national and state levels should consider 

evidence on the negative, as well as positive, aspects of school homework, and on the 

impact of homework on other aspects of childrenôs lives and development. 
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Chapter 1.   Introduction  

The Children, Communities and Social Capital in Australia research project aims to 

contribute to community strengthening and social inclusion policies, initiatives and services 

which are child-responsive and child-inclusive. To achieve this aim, we have sought to 

understand what community means to children, what they value about community, and what 

they wish to change. This research was is premised on the belief that it is not possible to 

understand the ways in which communities support, or fail to support children, without 

asking children. 

The research was shaped by the following questions: 

¶ How do children define, describe and value their communities? 

¶ In what ways do children participate in their communities? 

¶ How do children engage with and contribute to networks within their communities? 

¶ How do children contribute to and benefit from social capital within their 

communities? 

¶ What do children wish to change about their communities? 

¶ What would make community strengthening interventions successful from childrenôs 

perspectives?  

This report presents the findings of in-depth research undertaken between 2010 and 2013 

with 108 children, aged between eight and twelve years, across six sites in eastern Australia.  

This report is divided into two broad parts, each with several sections. Part One provides a 

discussion of our epistemological and methodological approaches. Here we set out the 

principles that underpin the research and shaped the choice of methods: an outline of the 

methods used, a review of the literature, and a brief overview of relevant policies in 

Australia.   

Section 1 provides a detailed discussion of the research design, a review of the literature 

relating to social capital, and a critical overview of relevant policies. Section 2 provides a 

discussion of our epistemological and methodological approaches. Here we set out the 

principles that underpin the research and shaped the choice of methods. In particular, we 
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introduce and discuss concepts of generational ordering and a child standpoint, which are 

fundamental to the approach taken in this research. We also provide an overview of óchild-

centred research workshopsô, which were used in this research.  Sub-section 2.4 describes the 

methods used.  Section 3 provides an overview of the participations and sites.  

The framework for analysis used in this research is detailed in Section 4. Here we introduce 

the óCommunity Jigsawô, which reflects the priority issues identified by children across all 

sites, provides a framework for our analysis, and structures this report. 

Section 5 provides a review of the social capital literature, which has contributed to the 

intellectual foundation of this research.  Section 6 provides a critical overview of relevant 

policies. 

Part Two of this report presents the findings of the research with children and is structured 

around five key dimensions of community: relationships, safety, places, resources, and 

school. Four of these dimensions ï relationships, safety, places, and resources ï structure the 

Community Jigsaw.  A fifth dimension ï school ï is also discussed. Each section begins with 

a brief overview of the relevant literature, with the aim of examining the extent to which 

childrenôs views and experiences, as illuminated by this research, support or challenge 

existing understandings. Each section then details and analyses what children told us and, 

finally, provides the policy implications arising from this research. Policy implications are 

also provided at the beginning of this report. 
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Chapter 2.   Research design 

 

Epistemology, methodology and methods are crucial concepts in any research seeking to gain 

in-depth insight into the ideas, perspectives, priorities and lived experiences of individuals or 

social groups. Carter and Little (2007: 1316) describe these as providing the ñframework for 

planning, implementing and evaluating the qualityò of research. It is these crucial facets of 

research that ensure rigour and robustness and, importantly, shape the position of participants 

within research. Detailed explanation of frameworks used in research with children is 

particularly important, given that the inclusion of children as active participants, rather than 

as passive subjects of research, is relatively recent, frequently contested, and often presented 

with a lack of clarity about underlying values and assumptions of the researcher. When the 

values underpinning research are not made explicit, it is not possible to engage in dialogue 

about the epistemological and methodological approach.   

2.1 Our epistemological approach 

Our epistemological approach in this research is informed by more than three decades of 

scholarship in the tradition of the social studies of childhood, which situates children as 

producers and reproducers of social knowledge who actively engage with, interpret and 

influence their social contexts (see Mason and Falloon 2001; James, 2009; Corsaro, 2009; 

Bessell, 2010). Social studies of childhood have been central in reconceptualising ideas about 

children and childhood, and identifying children as social actors. The concept of childrenôs 

agency has been used to recast children from objects of socialisation to members of their 

societies with their own life projects and standpoints. Children have been brought to the 

conceptual foreground (Alanen, 1994). 

As childrenôs lives, experiences and perspectives have been rendered conceptually visible, 

the nature of social relations and social hierarchies has been revealed. Pioneering work by 

Jens Qvortrup in the late 1980s emphasised the importance of studying childhood and 

adulthood, not as stages of life (whereby children eventually attain adulthood) but in a 

relational sense, whereby intergenerational relations occur within a structured and stratified 

social system. Childhood is not merely a (transitionary) stage of life, but a ósocial statusô 

(Qvortrup, 1987: 19). Alanenôs groundbreaking work on generational ordering demonstrates 

the nature of childrenôs location within social structures. Alanen (2009: 162) argues that 
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ñ...childrenôs lives and experiences are, in addition to being gendered, classed, raced, and so 

on, also ï and first of all ï generationed.ò For Alanen, social analyses that take generational 

order seriously are able to recognise that not all that is known or observed about childrenôs 

lives and experiences can or should be attributed to their óchildnessô.  

Following on from such theoretical interpretations of childhood and childrenôs social status, 

our epistemology is shaped by a conceptualisation of children as (i) social actors who 

experience and influence their social worlds in unique ways and (ii) are socially positioned as 

a result of generational ordering. We recognise that children are not a homogenous group, but 

ordered by gender, class, race, age. 

Acknowledging the way social relations order the lives of children, our epistemological 

approach is influenced by standpoint theory. Here, we draw on both the feminist origins of 

the concept and its more recent application to childhood studies. Hartsock (1981: 36) argues 

that the power of feminist methods of research is their ability to connect everyday life with 

the analysis of the social institutions that shape that life. This idea is central to the 

epistemological position of this research. We aimed to illuminate childrenôs lived experiences 

and to gain deep insights into their everyday lives and their priorities, concerns and visions 

for their communities. Yet, we also aimed to understand those experiences, priorities, 

concerns and visions within the social institutions that shape childrenôs lives and designate 

their social status and relations. 

Swigonski (1994: 390) provides a useful summary of the ideas underpinning feminist 

standpoint theory: 

A standpoint is a position in society, involving a level of awareness about an 

individualôs social location, from which certain features of reality come into 

prominence and from which others are obscured. Standpoint theory begins with the 

idea that the less powerful members of a society experience a different reality as a 

consequence of their oppression. 

Fattore, Mason and Watson (2009: 59) observe that standpoint theory values the knower as 

the framer of knowledge. Thus, they argue that standpoint theory requires researchers to 

acknowledge children ñas the sources of authoritative knowledge about their own world and 

as active agents in shaping and interpreting that world, constructing meaning and purpose 

much as adults do.ò In order to acknowledge, respect and value childrenôs knowledge, it was 
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essential that we approached this research in a way that both illuminated and countered 

generational ordering and the power structures that are implicit in that ordering. In research, 

power manifests in child-adult relations and lay-professional relations. Taking this into 

account, both our methodology and methods were carefully designed to both recognise, and 

to the greatest extent possible, diffuse power relations and potentially negative aspects of 

generational ordering that place children in a subordinate position. We were also conscious of 

embracing the potentially positive dimensions of child-adult relations, whereby adults take 

responsibility for actively creating a space within which children feel safe, supported, and 

valued. This meant that within the research context, we validated childrenôs views as 

important and meaningful. 

Central to our epistemological position is the idea of research as a constructionist enterprise, 

whereby researchers and participants are co-constructors of meaning (Fattore et al., 2009: 

59). As Fattore et al. (2009: 59) point out, this approach can be ñcontrasted with seeing 

meaning as something that researchers ócreateô, drawing on the data they have ócollectedô.ò 

For us as researchers, this meant both working collaboratively with participants to understand 

their perspectives, priorities, and experiences, and returning to them to test our interpretations 

of what they had told us.  

The value of this approach is illustrated by the following example. In one community, 

children spoke of alcohol as a problem, but it was not a dominant theme, as it had been in 

other communities. Other issues seemed more pressing for children. When we returned for a 

follow-up session, the researcher shared this ófindingô with children and asked if it was 

correct. One boy responded immediately ñNo way. No, youôve got that wrong. Alcohol is a 

real problem here.ò Other children joined in the discussion, which became expansive. While 

two of the twenty children said they didnôt really see alcohol as a problem ï but as a means 

by which some adults have fun or relax ï others strongly argued that the overuse of alcohol 

was a problem in their community, even though some children said that it did not impact on 

them directly. Had we relied on our analysis of the data we had initially collected, without 

checking back with the children, we would have created knowledge that did not accurately 

reflect childrenôs experiences and standpoint(s). By co-creating knowledge with children, that 

knowledge is a more robust reflection of the social worlds in which children live. 
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2.2 Our methodological approach 

In designing this research, we were cognisant of the distinction between methodology and 

methods, which is particularly important in undertaking research with children (Bessell, 

2009). Research with children often focuses heavily on the use of methods considered to be 

appropriate, innovative or ófunô for children, sometimes to the exclusion of serious 

consideration of methodology. Methodology can be defined as the principles and theoretical 

perspectives that underpin the research (Burnham et al., 2004: 4) and is guided by the 

epistemological approach adopted in the research. The methodological principles and theories 

come together as the research design (Crotty, 1998: 7), which in turn shapes the choice of 

methods and the ways in which methods are used. Method refers to the techniques or 

procedures used to gather and analyse data (Crotty, 1998: 3). Methods are essentially tools 

but they are at the ósharp endô of research; they are what children experience and as such are 

important. It is, however, the methodology that determines the way in which researchers and 

participants engage and the position that children occupy within the research. As argued 

elsewhere (Bessell, 2009: 17) methods alone are incapable of ensuring that children are 

engaged in research in positive and meaningful ways. 

In addition to being shaped by our epistemological position, our methodology is underpinned 

by two sets of principles: participatory research principles and rights-based approaches to 

research.  

2.2.1 Participatory principles 

Participatory research is foundational to our epistemological approach. Much of the literature 

on participatory research focuses on participatory techniques, which is valuable and relates 

directly to the design and choice of methods. Here, however, our concern is less with 

techniques and more with the ways in which principles of participation inform methodology. 

Cornwall and Jewkes (1995: 1668) suggest ñthe key difference between participatory and 

other research methodologies lies in the location of power in the various stages of the 

research process.ò Illuminating and dislodging power hierarchies was central to our 

epistemological approach and practically important, given that the research occurred in 

schools, where child-adult power relations are institutionalised.  

Thomas  and OôKane (1998: 336-337) argue that participatory principles are one means of 

ensuring that research is ethical. They suggest giving children control over the research 
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process as a strategy for both participatory and ethical research. Participatory research is 

often closely associated with particular methods that are highly accessible and engaging, and 

over which participants have choice and control. Equally important as methods, is the 

framing of the research and the attitude of the researchers. The most participatory methods 

may not feel participatory if imposed on people or used in a manner that entails judgement or 

dismissal on the part of the researcher. In this research, we were concerned not only with the 

outcomes of the research (important as they are) but also with the experience of those who 

participated in it. Our aim was to ensure the experience of being involved in the research was 

a positive one for children, and one that created a genuine space for them to share their ideas. 

Genuinely participatory research begins with wide consultation, including with participants, 

on the research topic, aims and questions. In this research, we determined the research aims 

and questions in close collaboration with the industry partners, but not with children. Thus, in 

its conceptualisation, this research was not fully participatory. Nevertheless, we sought to 

ensure that participatory principles were centrally incorporated into the research in the early 

stages of design. Most significantly, we did not determine any prior definition of 

ócommunity.ô Rather, methods were designed to provide participating children with the 

opportunity to define community themselves. Childrenôs own definitions then provided the 

basis for all subsequent discussions. On occasion, the researchers introduced different 

concepts of what is typically understood as community, not to replace childrenôs definitions, 

but to investigate whether other definitions of community had resonance for children. For 

example, in most sites children did not mention óvirtualô communities (Facebook or other 

forms of social media). After extensive discussion, researchers asked children whether they 

considered virtual communities to be part of their community. The aim here was not to 

challenge childrenôs definitions, but to genuinely seek childrenôs views on the definitions 

often used by adults (and often assumed to be important to children). 

2.2.2 Rights-based research 

The second set of principles informing the research, are those of rights-based approaches. 

Beazley et al. (2009: 369) describe rights-based research as acknowledging childrenôs 

agency, not as the outcome of academic theory, but rather as recognition that they are 

subjects of rights. Drawing on the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 

rights-based research requires that children be treated with dignity and respect, and that 

specific rights be upheld during the research process. Central is the right to information about 
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the nature and use of the research, as the basis on which children can decide whether or not to 

be involved in the research. Equally important is the right to choose not to participate or to 

withdraw from the research at any time. Boyden and Ennew (1997) have argued that the 

concept of informed dissent, whereby children are able to say ónoô is more important than the 

concept of informed consent, whereby children may feel obliged to say óyesô. A rights-based 

approach requires researchers to ensure that children are able to choose not only if  they wish 

to be involved, regardless of adult consent, but also when and how they wish to engage in the 

research. This is important in the context where a formalised ethics requirement is for adults 

to consent to childrenôs participation in research before children are themselves consulted. 

2.3   Child-centred research workshops 

Our approach to undertaking the research with children was based on the concept of child-

centred workshops. Developed by Sharon Bessell in 2008 and used previously in research 

aiming to understand what ógood qualityô education means for children, child-centred 

research workshops involve group activities that provide space for children to share their 

individual perspectives and to engage interactively with other children and with researchers 

as ideas are shared and discussed (see Bessell, 2013).  

Each of the child-centred research workshops for this project brought approximately twenty 

children together, to work both collectively and individually, to explore the meaning(s) of 

community, to consider what makes a strong supportive community, and identify what (if 

anything) needs to change or happen if communities are to be genuinely inclusive of both 

children and adults. The workshops involved between two and four researchers. Children 

divided into smaller groups, usually of around four to five people, and worked intensively 

with one researcher. Children were free to choose or swap their groups. They were also free 

to move between researchers to determine who they felt most comfortable talking with. 

Children also had the opportunity to have a óprivate chatô with a researcher of their choice, if 

there were issues they preferred not to raise in the group situation. Workshops were audio 

recorded. Each researcher had a recorder, and children were able to (and did) request that the 

recorder be turned on or off at any time. Children were able to use the recorder if they 

wished, to ensure a particular message or thought was recorded. 

The atmosphere within the research workshops was variously highly focused and serious, 

sombre, fun-filled and raucous. The research space was important and the workshops were 

most effective when there was sufficient space for children to move around freely and to 
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work in a space of their own choice ï for example, at a desk or sitting or lying on the floor. In 

some cases, both indoor and outdoor spaces were available and children could choose where 

they preferred to work.  

Child-centred research workshops can be highly effective when time is limited. A good deal 

of the literature indicates the importance of lengthy engagement with children, with 

ethnographic approaches often encouraged. While long-term and ongoing engagement with 

children is likely to be ideal, it is not always possible. Moreover, it should not be assumed 

that children always want researchers in their lives for long periods, or in more intimate and 

private situations. 

Child-centred research workshops make it clear to children that the aim is to undertake 

research because their ideas are valuable and researchers want to know what they think. 

Workshops aim to establish a more engaging and interactive space than is possible through 

interviews, but to avoid sending children mixed messages about the nature of the relationship 

(i.e., avoiding the, arguably ill-conceived, approach of befriending children in order to gain 

their confidence). 

Child-centred research workshops are particularly effective when the research aims not only 

to gain insight into childrenôs self-identified experiences and priorities, but also into their 

proposed solutions to problems or challenging issues. Children have the opportunity not only 

to share their own ideas, but to bounce ideas off one another, and engage in discussion about 

creative solutions and responses to social issues. 

While those who engage in participatory research with children are well-aware of childrenôs 

ability to understand complex ideas and propose creative solutions, there remains among 

many adults, scepticism about the capacity of children in middle childhood (defined here as 

the eight to twelve age group). A not uncommon response from adults ï including researchers 

and professionals working with children ï to our description of our methodological approach 

has been óbut can children understand complex issues and propose creative solutions?ô Here, 

we provide an example of a group discussion that took place between a group of six children 

aged between eight and eleven years to illustrate the level on which children can and do 

engage. 

E raised the concern that the cost of housing is too high and leaves families without enough 

money for other necessities. The group discussed the problem of not having enough money 
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within a family for several minutes, when E brought the discussion back to the cost of 

housing. This time, she said that both rents and mortgages are too expensive and argued that 

both should be capped, so people only have to spend a certain amount of their income on 

housing. This suggestion triggered considerable debate. H said the idea would not work 

because buildersô wages might go down if the prices of houses go down. M agreed with Hôs 

concern and said that if builders earned low wages they might look for other jobs, causing a 

shortage of builders. E continued to argue her case, and both D and F agreed with her that 

high housing costs are a problem that should be addressed. F observed that costs had been 

increasing in recent times. E shared with the group that in her family the high cost of rent was 

a serious problem and at times her mother was unable to afford food. The children agreed 

there was a problem and continued to debate what could be done for over ten minutes. As the 

discussion receded, the researcher asked how they knew so much about the issues. M replied, 

ñWe see the paper and we watch the news. We know whatôs going on. Itôs just that adults 

think we donôt.ò 

2.4   Methods 

A core set of methods were offered to children at all sites. Children were able to choose not 

to engage in a method if it did not appeal to them. Generally, children engaged 

enthusiastically in every method, although in a small number of cases children opted to make 

slight adjustments to the methods. For example, a small minority of children preferred to 

draw a picture of their community rather than draw a map. Core methods used are discussed 

below. 

2.4.1 Group discussions 

The group discussion was the initial research activity at each site, and involved a child-led 

discussion of what the term community meant to them. Children and researcher(s) sat in a 

circle (usually on the floor, but on chairs in two cases at the request of children). In early 

sessions, a toy was thrown to whichever person wished to speak. Others did not speak when 

another person was holding the toy. In later sessions, at the suggestion of a child, a digital 

recorder replaced the toy and was passed to each person as they wanted to speak. 

The group discussions were important in two ways. First, they set the scene for the overall 

workshop. Children were encouraged to share their ideas as they wanted to, and all ideas 

were taken seriously. Researchers, and in some cases other children, asked children to explain 
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their ideas further, not to justify them, but to ensure the researcher understood what was 

important. In some cases, children disagreed with one another and provided different 

perspectives. The researchers sought to ensure that different perspectives were both respected 

and appreciated and children indicated strongly that they valued the opportunity not only to 

share their ideas but to debate ideas. Second, the group discussions provided deep insights 

into the ways children define community, and also into the aspects of their communities that 

children either value or dislike. The group discussions did not aim to achieve a consensus 

definition of community, but to canvas and record childrenôs varying ideas about how a 

community might be defined. They created an environment whereby conversations were 

lively and wide-ranging. In the original research protocol, it was anticipated that the group 

discussion would take approximately fifteen minutes. In some sites, children wanted to keep 

talking and group discussions continued for up to an hour.  

2.4.2 Mapping 

In the second core method, children were invited to draw a map of their community. Children 

worked individually on their maps and were given the opportunity to talk privately with 

researchers about them. Researchers did not seek to óinterpretô maps independently of 

children, but used the maps to engender conversations with children about their communities. 

Children were invited to highlight on their maps (using stickers or other symbols) the 

following: 

¶ the places they like to go; 

¶ the places they prefer to stay away from; 

¶ the things they like to do; 

¶ the people who are important; 

¶ the people they prefer to stay away from (if any). 

2.4.3 Poster-making 

Children were invited to make a poster with a key message about what makes a good 

community, what needs to change or what adult decision makers need to think seriously 

about. Children were given the option of making their poster individually, in pairs or in small 

groups. The posters were then used as a catalyst for discussion with researchers about what is 

really important (in either a positive or negative sense) about communities. Children who 

wished to do so had the opportunity to share their posters with the rest of the group, but were 
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under no pressure to share. 

2.4.4 Messages 

Children were invited to write on pieces of paper the things they most liked about their 

communities and the things they most wanted to change. Children wrote these messages 

individually and privately and discussed them with the researchers but not with other 

children.  

2.4.5 Drawing 

In this activity, children were asked to draw pictures of what a happy and safe community 

would look like. The drawings were then used as the focus of a discussion about what makes 

a good community and how children see their role within it. 

2.4.6 Opting-out and down-time 

Drawing materials were available and children had the option to draw, write or scribble on 

unrelated topics if they wished to opt out of the research. Children were also able to have 

ódown-timeô if they wanted, and to chat to friends or have a quiet rest if they wanted some 

time away from the research. In each research session, some children opted out or engaged in 

down-time, but always for brief periods. In all cases, children re-engaged after a short period 

of play, drawing, chatting or reflection. Here, methodology was important in creating an 

environment within which children felt sufficiently comfortable to decide when and how they 

wished to engage. 

2.4.7 Final issues discussion 

The final research session culminated with a group discussion, canvassing the issues raised in 

the research and highlighting the most important issues. As in the initial discussion, there was 

no intention to reach a consensus. Rather, the aim was for children to ensure their main 

messages were recorded by the researchers and to ensure that the researchers correctly 

understood those messages. 

All methods were designed to foster conversation with children in ways that made children 

feel comfortable. In some cases, children did not complete a particular activity (eg: their map) 

because they instead engaged in discussion about the questions underpinning the activity. Our 

aim in asking children to draw pictures, create maps or design posters was not to interpret 
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them as data independent from the children who created them, but to use them as a catalyst 

for discussion.  

2.5 Recruitment and consent 

It was the original intention that the research partners would make initial contact with 

children and their families, explain the research and invite children to participate. In practice 

this proved difficult, and the researchers decided to work through schools. 

Initial contact with four schools was made through the research partners, with follow-up from 

the researchers, and two schools were contacted directly by one of the lead researchers. The 

nature and aims of the research were explained to school principals and the schools were 

invited to participate. In all cases, schools were enthusiastic and extremely supportive of the 

research. After initial, informal discussions with schools, formal approval was sought from 

the relevant departments of education.  

Schools identified potential research participants. Schools were asked explicitly to identify a 

range of children, rather than focusing on children considered to be particularly capable or 

well-behaved. The internal recruitment process varied within schools, with differing levels of 

órandomnessô. In one school, the principal explained that while she invited children based 

largely on the idea of randomness, she did exclude a small number of children who she 

believed would disrupt other children. Interestingly, in that school, several participants 

indicated their relief that certain children were not involved in the research, due to their 

ódisruptiveô and óscaryô behaviour. Participating children felt that it would have been more 

difficult for them to express their views had the ódisruptiveô children participated. We have 

no way of knowing whether or not the principal and the participating children had the same 

individuals in mind. This does, however, clearly dispel any idea that all children will feel 

comfortable simply because research is undertaken in an óall-childô environment, as made 

clear in other research (Mason and Falloon, 2001).  

Letters of invitation, explaining the research, were then given to children, who were able to 

decide whether or not to take a letter of invitation home to their parents. The aim here was to 

enable children to make their own choice, rather than feeling under pressure. If children 

indicated interest in participating, letters of invitation, information sheets and consent forms 

were then sent to parents. There were two cases of which we are aware where children 

wished to participate, but their parents did not provide consent. This raises one of the very 
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difficult challenges of making real our epistemological and methodological approach, in a 

social context where broader child-adult (in this case family) relations are ordered so that 

children are generally subordinated to adults.  

Parents were provided with the lead researcherôs contact details should they require 

additional information. Only one parent contacted the researcher directly, and that was at the 

conclusion of the research to thank the researchers for providing such a positive experience 

for her daughter. 

Children were also given the opportunity to ask questions about the nature of the research. In 

one school, following a meeting with five children who were undecided but wanted more 

information, two girls and a boy decided to participate and two boys decided not to 

participate.  

In line with our rights-based principles, informed consent was sought from children prior to 

the research and at the beginning of the first research session. Children were advised, and 

reminded, that they could choose not to participate in any activity and at any time. 

No children withdrew from the research, although some children missed some sessions due to 

illness or other commitments. In some cases, children left the research for a period of time in 

order to fulfil other commitments (such as sporting commitments) and then returned. Thus, 

children had the opportunity to engage in the research on their own terms and were able to 

prioritise involvement in the research alongside their other activities. 

2.6 Research ethics 

A detailed research protocol was developed to guide the research, with a subsection on 

ethical principles. The protocol also set out possible ethical challenges and responses. The 

ethics section of the research protocol did not aim to provide a rigid set of rules and 

procedures but to assist the research team to think through possible ethical dilemmas and 

challenges and to consider the range of responses that might be appropriate. The research 

protocol also formed the basis for the ethics approval processes required by each of the 

universities involved and by the relevant departments of education.  

The Australian National University (ANU) and each of the three relevant departments of 

education required the completion of a different form of ethics protocol or application. The 

ethics protocol developed for the ANU ethics process was approved by the ANU Human 
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Research Ethics Committee on 28 May 2010 (protocol number 2010/161) and was 

subsequently approved by the University of Western Sydney Human Research Ethics 

Committee (UWS protocol number H8290). Approval was provided by departments of 

education in each state where the research occurred, the first in late 2010, the second in early 

2011 and the third in late 2012. 

While the formal process of seeking ethics approval was an important aspect of the research, 

it was our epistemological position and methodological approach that provided the ethical 

framework for the research. We sought to ensure that ethical practice integrated throughout 

the research from design to our work with children and our analysis and writing up. Our 

ethical approach was grounded in childrenôs position within the research and shaped by 

participatory and rights-based principles, rather than merely following a more rigid or 

formulaic approach to processes of ethics (see Abebe and Bessell, forthcoming 2014). 
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Chapter 3.   Research participants and sites 

 

This research focuses on children in ómiddle childhoodô, defined here as between the ages of 

eight and twelve years. Our focus on middle childhood aims to address what we identify as a 

lacuna in the literature and in public policy. There has been considerable focus on early 

childhood, when child development is widely acknowledged as critically important, and on 

adolescence, as young people transition into adulthood. Far less attention has been paid to 

children between early childhood and adolescence. When middle childhood is considered, it 

is often in terms of school policies and educational outcomes. This research aims to 

contribute to correcting the neglect of middle childhood, and to illuminate childrenôs lives 

beyond the institution of school.  

One hundred and eight children ï forty-three boys and sixty-five girls ï participated in the 

research. Twenty-three teachers and principals and twenty-one other key adult stakeholders 

(including policy makers and service providers) were interviewed. Throughout this report, 

children are referred to by a letter representing either their first name or chosen nick name 

and, in some cases, their age and the site. Adult participants are referred to by their 

professional status and sometimes the site. 

The research was carried out in six urban sites in eastern Australia. Each site has been given a 

pseudonym to protect the confidentiality of the children who participated and to avoid 

stigmatisation of any particular community. 

The research initially involved four sites: Riverside, Longridge, Surfside and Parksway. Each 

of these sites is classified as ódisadvantagedô on key socio-economic indicators (see Table 1) 

and each was identified for inclusion in the research by the partner organisations. One, and in 

some sites both, of the partner organisations provided services or support programs in each of 

these communities, and the research was originally conceived as providing important 

information about childrenôs views on the strengths and problems in their communities. After 

conducting research in each of the initial sites, the decision was taken to extend the research 

to two additional communities not identified as disadvantaged. The reasons for this were two-

fold. First, it seemed likely that many of the issues identified by children as undermining their 

experiences of community ï such as excessive alcohol use, feeling unsafe, and having 

inadequate time with parents ï were not restricted to ódisadvantagedô communities. Second, 
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focusing only on disadvantaged communities could potentially result in inaccurate 

assumptions about the relationship between disadvantage and childrenôs experience of their 

community.  

The research was extended to include two additional communities: Lakeview and 

Gardenville. Lakeview is óaverageô on most socio-economic indicators, while Gardenville is 

at the upper-end on all indicators. The inclusion of Lakeview and Gardenville allowed us to 

provide more comprehensive analysis of childrenôs experience and views of their 

communities. It is important to note, however, that there are very significant gaps in the 

selection of sites. This research includes only urban communities, which must be recognised 

as a shortcoming. It is hoped that future research, ideally using the same epistemological and 

methodological approach, will focus on rural and remote communities. 

Four of the six sites included in this research were culturally and linguistically diverse, and 

the participating children were representative of this diversity. Children were not required to 

disclose their ethnic, cultural or religious backgrounds, but a large number chose to. Only 

four children identified as indigenous during the research. It would be valuable for future 

research to focus on indigenous communities, where very little is known about childrenôs 

views and experiences of community. Such research should be carried out in close 

collaboration with indigenous organisations and communities, and should involve indigenous 

researchers. 

3.1 Overview of sites 

3.1.1 Riverside 

Riverside is located on the periphery of a major city and is identified as experiencing 

significant social and economic disadvantage. The area is culturally diverse and 

geographically distinct. The population of Riverside is highly mobile. There is a strong 

presence of both not-for-profit organisations and government agencies. Child abuse and 

neglect were identified by these agencies as significant issues in Riverside. In Riverside, 

children were particularly concerned about personal safety and excessive use of alcohol 

among adults. 
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3.1.2 Longridge 

Longridge is an outer suburb of a large city, which sprawls along a major road. Key 

informants observed that there is no clear centre to the suburb and the boundaries are 

indistinct. Longridge is identified as experiencing socio-economic disadvantage. It is a 

culturally diverse community, with a significant Pacific Islander population. The population 

is highly mobile. Safety and excessive use of alcohol among adults were major issues for 

children in Longridge.  

3.1.3 Surfside 

Surfside is located two to three hours drive from a major city. Average income is below the 

national average and unemployment above the national average. Surfside is the least 

culturally diverse of all sites. The population of Surfside has grown over the past decade as 

financial pressure and housing costs have pushed families out of the nearest major city. 

Excessive use of alcohol by adults and violence associated with drunkenness were major 

issues for children in Surfside. 

3.1.4 Parksway 

Parksway is a suburb in a large city, with a highly culturally and linguistically diverse 

population. A large proportion of the population is from an Arabic-speaking background. 

Parksway has an average income below the national average and an unemployment rate 

significantly above. Violence, particularly drug-related violence, was a stronger issue in 

Parksway than in other sites. Some level of religious tension was evident. Differentiation of 

childrenôs roles based on gender was somewhat stronger in Parksway than elsewhere. 

3.1.5 Lakeview 

Lakeview is an outer suburb of a city, with clear geographic boundaries. The area is less 

culturally diverse than other sites (except Surfside). Lakeview has an unemployment rate 

below the national average and average income slightly above the national average. Children 

in Lakeview described feeling very safe in their community and described strong social 

connections.  
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3.1.6 Gardenville 

The children participating at the Gardenville site attended the same school but lived across 

several suburbs of a city. The profile of childrenôs families is one of socio-economic 

advantage, with unemployment rates significantly below the national average and average 

income considerably higher than the national average. The majority of parents of children 

from Gardenville are tertiary educated and employed in professional occupations. The data 

provided in the summary table is based on communities from which the majority of children 

live and is indicative of the socio-economic status of the children who participated in the 

research at Gardenville. While the communities that are indicative of Gardenville are slightly 

less culturally diverse than the Australian average, the school population is more diverse than 

the average. Most children at Gardenville described having quite structured and busy lives, 

with a number of organised activities outside of school hours. 

3.2 Statistical overview of sites 

Table 1 provides statistical data on the six sites. 
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Table 1: Statistical overview of research sites 

 

 Australia 

  

Riverside Longridge Surfside Parksway Lakeview Gardenville 

ICSEA bottom 

quarter 

25 68 52 41 33 22  1% 

ICSEA lower 

middle quarter 

25 16 23 24 22 32 4% 

ICSEA upper 

middle quarter 

25 16 23 21 35 26 18% 

ICSEA top quarter 25 0 3 13 9 20 77% 

Average wage/salary 

income (2009) 

$46,599 $40,076 $38,093 $40,882 $40,051 $50,976 $63,371 

Unemployment Rate 

(2009) 

5.0 4.9 10.1 9.1 10.4 2.8 1.1 

Unemployment Rate 

(2010) 

5.5 6.1 13.3 8.6 12.7 3.6 1.6 

% Population born 

overseas  

(2006 Census) 

23.8 (Oceania 2.7; NW 

Europe 7.3; S and E Europe 

3.9; MENA 1.4; SEAsia 3.0; 

NEAsia 2.1; S and Central 

Asia 1.0; Americas 1.0; Sub-

Saharan Africa 1.0) 

25.3 (9% 

Oceania, 9% 

NW Europe) 

23.5 

(Oceania 

11.4, NW 

Europe 5.3) 

12.8 (NW 

Europe 7.2) 

50.2 (MENA 

17.7, SE Asia 

10.3, S & E 

Europe 7.8, 

NE Asia 5.5) 

16.7 (North-

West 

Europe 5.9) 

23.1 (North-

West 

Europe 9.5) 

% Population 

speaking a language 

other than English at 

home 

 (2006 Census) 

16.8 7.3 12.7 3.4 75.9 11.6 11.5 

% Population 19.8 15.7 12 15.3 8.8 20.7 31.5 
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 Australia 

  

Riverside Longridge Surfside Parksway Lakeview Gardenville 

involved in 

voluntary work 

% of population 

caring for own 

children without pay 

(2006 Census) 

21.3 24.4 28.6 23 22 28.9 17.7 

% of population 

caring for other 

family members 

without pay (2006 

Census) 

11.2 10 11.4 12.6 11.7 9.8 12.3 

% with access to 

internet at home 

(2006 Census) 

63 66.2 62.2 54.8 56.5 79.7 71.9 

% living at a 

different address 1 

year ago (2006 

Census) 

15.5 18.8 21.2 15.9 10.8 12.2 15.5 

% living at a 

different address 5 

years ago 

40.3 53.8 50.8 44.6 32.6 35.0 36.4 

% of population 

with post school 

qualification (of 

population over 15 

years) 

52.5 48.7 39.5 47.1 44.2 55.3 70.4 

Population Density 

(persons/km2) 

2.9 435.8 1453.3 412.5 3802.4 1538.3 793.3 

Indigenous 

Population (% of 

 

 

1.6 4.0 3.1 0.4 1.3 0.7 
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 Australia 

  

Riverside Longridge Surfside Parksway Lakeview Gardenville 

total) 

% population 0-14 18.9 19.6 29.0 20.8 23.3 22.8 17.8 
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Chapter 4.   The analysis process: co-constructing 

knowledge about communities 
 

The epistemological approach that underpins this research requires us to consider childrenôs 

experiences, priorities and perspectives at all stages of the research process in order to 

identify a child standpoint (see Alanen, 2002). Methodologies for undertaking participatory 

research with children are well developed and have been extensively debated, implemented 

and critiqued (see Christensen and James, 2008; Punch, 2002; Beazely et al., 2009; Mason 

and Hood, 2011), with particular attention paid to issues of ethics (see Morrow and Richards, 

1996; Thomas and OôKane, 1998; Christensen and Prout, 2002). Less attention has, however, 

been given to the analysis of data collected through participatory methods. This relative lack 

of attention is rather problematic. As Ennew and Plateau (2004) have pointed out, the way in 

which analysis is conducted determines the extent to which research respects (or fails to 

respect) the principles of human rights and participation on which our methodology is based. 

Fattore et al., (2007: 14) highlight the importance of involving children in research as co-

constructors of knowledge in both the collection of data and at the analysis stage. To achieve 

this in their research on well-being, Fattore and colleagues adopted a staged approach, 

whereby the researchers returned to seek childrenôs clarification on the validity of their 

interpretations. In this project, we adopted a similar approach, returning to children for what 

we termed ófollow-up sessionsô, discussed earlier. After the initial research sessions with 

children, audio recordings were transcribed and categorised to identify overarching themes. 

Childrenôs posters, maps and written messages were also examined, in conjunction with the 

accompanying discussions with the children who had created the visual data, for overarching 

themes. Categories were then established. The only pre-set category identified at the outset of 

the research was óchildrenôs definitions of communityô, all other categories emerged from the 

data. Categories were cross-referenced to identify the existence and nature of connection 

between categories. After completing this phase of analysis, we returned to the children for 

follow-up sessions. During these sessions, we presented to children how we had interpreted 

their views, priorities and experiences, as well as presenting those of children from other 

sites. The follow-up sessions resulted in lively discussions around the findings, and were 

central to our process of analysis. Follow-up sessions were audio recorded and provided an 
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important source of clarification, validation, and additional data. We then returned to our 

categories to ensure their validity and to include additional data provided by children during 

the follow-up sessions. 

Interviews with adult participants were also audio-recorded, transcribed and analysed. Given 

our commitment to developing a standpoint grounded in childrenôs experience of the social 

world, data gathered from adults was used to provide background and context and to deepen 

insight, but childrenôs perspectives were used as the basis for the analytic categories. Our aim 

in the analysis process was not to construct our own interpretation of reality but to understand 

deeply childrenôs interpretation of ócommunityô, their experiences of their communities, and 

their views on what is positive about communities and on what needs to change. In this, our 

focus is best described as emic, rather than etic
1
, in that we sought to co-construct knowledge 

of communities with children not from the perspective of (adult) expert observers. 

4.1 Defining community 

As discussed, we decided consciously at the outset of this research project not to define 

community ourselves, but to seek from children their definitions of community. While there 

were differences between children and across sites, there were many more similarities in 

childrenôs definitions of community. 

Based on child-led group discussions and one-on-one conversations with children, a common 

ï although not universally shared ï definition of community emerged. Not surprisingly, some 

children disagreed with the common definition, while others placed emphasis or priority on 

different issues. These differences will be discussed in greater detail in later sections. Based 

on the views of the majority of children across the six sites, community can be defined as 

follows: 

Community is a social space within which people are personally connected and 

known to one another. Within this social space, people provide friendship and support 

to one another and work towards common goals. Respect and kindness are very 

important. In times of severe difficulty or crisis, communities need to be supported by 

helping professionals, such as police and ambulance services. The people who make 

up a community can be diverse. 

                                                 
1
 We use the terms emic and etic in the anthropological sense. Simply put, óemicô refers to explanations of behaviours, 
beliefs or values provided by a person within his or her own culture (or context). óEticô refers to explanations of behaviours, 

beliefs or values provided by an observer who is outside the culture (or context) that is being observed. 
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The following sections provide discussion of childrenôs views on the various elements of this 

definition. 

4.1.1 The heart of community: familiar people, personal connectedness and support  

People were at the heart of childrenôs definitions of community. J (girl aged 11) summarised 

the views of many when she said ñI think people, because without any people we wouldnôt 

actually have any friends, we would be all alone, so we would have nothing to do.ò 

Children who participated in this research overwhelmingly defined community as being 

about people who are personally connected, people who know each other and share. 

Familiarity was important. Family was very important in all sites, and emphasised as central 

to community in some. Family provided the basis from which children engaged in their 

communities and in many cases actively facilitated that engagement. 

In two of the sites children were identified as being central to community. C (boy aged 11, 

Riverside) said ñIt would be great if every house had at least one kid.ò Côs thought was 

shared by many children across all sites, who felt that children enhance connectedness and 

interaction between community members, and through their own friendship networks. 

In five of the six sites (Riverside, Longridge, Surfside, Parksway and Lakeview) familiar 

people were central not only to childrenôs definition of community but to their experiences of 

it. A (girl , aged 10, Longridge) summed up the general view as follows: 

I reckon the community should be a place where people can bond together instead of 

being separated. Like I think a community should have things that bring all of the 

people that live around together. 

S (boy, aged 9, Longridge) said ña community is a family of people.ò The idea of personal 

connection underpinned definitions provided by the majority of children in all sites except 

Gardenville, where the theme of familiarity was not as strong. Living in the same broad area 

and doing things together was considered to be the basis of community. S (boy aged 10, 

Longridge) added that ideally, communities should be made up of ñnice people.ò This is an 

important issue, raised by children in different ways across all sites. While children 

recognised that the concept of community includes people who are not friendly and not nice, 

friendly, nice and supportive people were considered extremely important. In Lakeview, 
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where childrenôs description of their own connections to their community was most positive, 

familiar people who were friendly and kind were very important.  

4.1.2 Community as a site of co-operation and support  

Children commonly defined communities as places where people worked together for 

common outcomes. G (girl, aged 8) said ñI think community is people helping out each 

other.ò M (boy, aged 9) said ñTo me it means the people in your local area and the 

community work together and try to make it better.ò 

In defining community as a site of co-operation, most children used examples of informal 

support, such as neighbours supporting one another, helping out and sharing food. Only a 

very small minority of children explicitly included community service and welfare agencies 

within their definition of community. B (girl, aged 11, Gardenville) said ñI think community 

means a group of people that help each other in - I don't know how to put these in words, but 

people help people's lives ï like the homeless people, give them stuff. Like the Salvation 

Army's a community.ò In four of the six sites (Riverside, Longridge, Surfside and Parksway), 

there was a significant presence of community service and welfare agencies providing 

support and services. In three of these four, few children described having direct contact with 

or knowledge of them. The exception was Riverside, where a local community worker was 

identified by several children as an example of someone who ñdoes things forò and ñlooks 

afterò others. This particular worker was very active in the community, organising and 

delivering school breakfasts one day each week and a community breakfast in a local low-

cost housing area on Sundays. 

V (boy, aged10) defined community as ñA place where people live and come together and 

have fun.ò The idea of people coming together was central to the definitions of many 

children, and community gatherings were considered an important part of community. Other 

children suggested, however, that a community is not only about fun but also about providing 

support in difficult times. N (boy, aged 11) observed, ñCommunity is more important when 

things are not fun ï when things go wrong community is really important.ò Children spoke of 

community providing support to those who live locally and are part of that geographic and 

social community. Familiarity, personal connectedness and support in difficult times were 

strong and recurrent themes across all sites, and together indicate the centrality of belonging 

to childrenôs definition of community. 
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4.1.3 Community as providing support in times of crisis 

Children defined community as people helping one another in times of difficulty or crisis. 

Here, children expanded the definition of community beyond familiar people to include 

people with whom they did not necessarily have a direct personal link, but who provide 

assistance in times of need. Police and emergency workers, particularly paramedics or 

ambulance officers, were regularly identified as being very important to a community. While 

this was a strong theme in all sites, it was less so in Riverside. 

In one conversation in Surfside, B (boy aged 11) said ñWhen people need help the police 

come and when there is someone thatôs hurt or sick or needs help the ambulance come.ò D 

(boy aged 9) agreed that police and ambulance officers are important, but went further, ñLike 

the SES and like the police and the ambulance and stuff like that. They are all community 

trying to help people out. Like builders try to help like build houses.ò The theme here, as in 

other sites, was of people helping out in times of difficulty, ñPeople help each other like in ... 

when they ... like in fires. The fire brigade come and puts the fire outò (O, girl aged 10, 

Surfside). J (girl, aged 10, Gardenville) defined community in similar terms: ñI think it's 

when people get together and help each other in times of need like in the floods in 

Queensland, maybe, because everyone helped each other and they made that community 

shelter.ò In all sites, children considered community to be especially important in times of 

natural disasters, or other crises. 

In Gardenville, children had a somewhat more expansive definition of community than in 

other sites, focusing beyond their local community. This was particularly evident when 

children spoke of the ways in which communities provide support in times of crisis. For 

example, Gardenville is not located in Queensland, but the example of floods in Queensland 

was used by J as an example of a community (in this case a national community) providing 

support. In Gardenville, several children defined community as extending beyond national 

boundaries, for example N (girl, aged 10) said that Australia and Afghanistan have a 

connection, because Afghanistan has a war and Australia is trying to help out, as a 

community member should. 

In Parksway, children spoke a great deal during the initial discussions of the importance of 

óhelping professionalsô, identifying fire-fighters, ambulance drivers, police, nurses, doctors 

and teachers. Part way through the first workshop session, it emerged that the children had, 

had some preparation from teachers prior to their involvement in the research and had 
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discussed what community means. It seemed that this discussion shaped childrenôs initial 

responses to the question ówhat is a community?ô As the workshops unfolded, however, 

children moved to what seemed to be their own definitions and descriptions of community. 

Hospitals remained very important for several children in Parksway, as did a police presence 

on the streets. There was little discussion of the other óhelping professionsô after the initial 

group discussion. 

4.1.4  Community and diversity 

While children defined community as people having connection and common purpose, they 

did not see communities as needing to be homogenous. There was a clear view that 

communities can, do and should, include people who are different from one another. E (girl 

aged 12, Riverside) exemplified this view when she said, ñDifferent families need to be a bit 

different so that you can learn about people that are from different culture.ò 

Respect for other cultures was a theme underpinning the idea of a ógood communityô for 

many children. In particular, children spoke of cultural respect ï something considered 

important by the majority of children across all sites, but strongest in Riverside, Longridge 

and Parksway, each of which has a high level of cultural diversity. For example, V (boy aged 

10, Longridge) said that there should be a parade at Christmas, so people can have fun and 

celebrate. He thought this was important, even though he and his friend are not Christians and 

do not celebrate Christmas. V described having a Christmas parade as a good thing because it 

makes other people happy. W (boy aged 8, Gardenville) emphasised the importance of 

respecting difference, and went on to explain that respect includes not making fun of people 

because their religious or cultural beliefs are different. Across all sites children spoke of the 

importance of accepting and respecting diversity within communities. 

4.1.5  Community as physical place 

The importance of place as community was evident in site discussions generally, as discussed 

in Section Nine, but was highlighted in definitions of community in only two communities. In 

one of these sites ï Lakeview, which could be described as one of the more advantaged ï the 

physical neighbourhood, including shops, park and oval, were identified as places where one 

could feel comfortable. In each of the sites where place was identified by the majority of 

children in their definitions of community, people, connectedness and relationships were still 

accorded greater priority. N (boy aged 10, Parksway) said ñYou donôt have to live close. Itôs 
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good to meet new people in the community.ò J (boy aged 11, Lakeview) said that his house is 

very close to the things he needs or likes to do in his community. When asked if close 

proximity to places and people was important to a community, J replied ñI donôt think it 

really matters but itôs convenient.ò Jôs observation provides insight into the way in which 

many children thought about physical place: while it is important within communities, its 

value is largely one of utility. Human connectedness also has an instrumental or utility value, 

but is of great intrinsic value. 

4.2 A framework for analysis: the óCommunity Jigsawô 

From our analysis, four overarching categories emerged as important to childrenôs 

interpretation of community across all sites. This is not to suggest that all children identified 

these categories as the most important aspects of community, and for some children they held 

little importance. Rather, these categories represent the issues that were most dominant across 

all sites. The four overarching categories are: 

(i) Relationships as forming the basis, the very heart, of community; 

(ii)  Safety as essential to childrenôs perception and experience of community; 

(iii)  Physical places as important to childrenôs experience of and connection with 

community; 

(iv) Resources as important in contributing to, and often shaping, experience of 

community. 

Underpinning these four categories, two key themes emerged as values that children consider 

essential to good communities: inclusion and respect. 

Within each of the four categories, several sub-categories emerged, resulting in a rich mosaic 

based on childrenôs views and experiences. Presenting the richness of childrenôs insights and 

the multi-faceted and complex construction of community that emerged from the research 

proved challenging ï as is so often the case in qualitative research.  

During a research session in Lakeview, M (girl, aged 9) said ñA community is like a puzzle, 

you need to have all the bits to make it work.ò From Môs comment, and the discussion around 

it, the Community Jigsaw was developed as a framework for analysis. The Community 

Jigsaw, illustrated in Figure 1, graphically represents the elements identified by the children 

who participated in this research as central to a positive community. When all the pieces are 

in place, a community is strong and supportive of children. The more pieces that are 
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removed, the less supportive the community is for children. At some point so many pieces are 

missing that the jigsaw falls apart. At this point, communities have become dysfunctional 

places from childrenôs perspective. 

We use the Community Jigsaw here, to structure our findings. The Community Jigsaw is also 

a potentially important tool for policy makers and practitioners. The key policy and practice 

question is óhow do we ensure as many pieces as possible are in place?ô From a policy 

development and policy evaluation perspective, we need to ask how policies, services and 

interventions can reinforce pieces of the Community Jigsaw that are already in place and add 

those that are missing. In reinforcing and adding pieces of the Community Jigsaw, it is 

crucial that those pieces that children consider to be in place and working well are not 

undermined. In some communities, the decision may be taken to focus on strengthening one 

piece of the Community Jigsaw because that piece is weak or missing. In doing so, it is 

important that decisions are based on knowledge of the local area, including ï crucially ï 

childrenôs knowledge.  

In our representation of the Community Jigsaw, the edges are left unfinished. Our aim here is 

to highlight that this research is not exhaustive or comprehensive, and the Community Jigsaw 

can be refined and extended based on future research with children.  While this research 

could usefully be extended to more urban sites, we are particularly conscious of the fact that 

no rural sites were included in our research, and of the need for research using a similar 

methodology, to be carried out in rural and remote areas of Australia including indigenous 

communities.
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4.3 Systematic reflection within the analysis process 

Alvesson and Skoldberg (2009: 9) have argued that ñsystematic reflection on several different 

levels can endow the interpretation [of qualitative data] with a quality that makes empirical 

research valuable.ò Within this research we sought to self-critically reflect on the research 

process, and on our interpretations, at each stage and on different levels. At the completion of 

each research session with children, the research team completed standard observation sheets, 

which recorded information such as the details of the children involved, the research setting 

and the methods involved. The standard observation sheets also provided space for the 

researchers to document their immediate reflections on what had transpired during the 

research, including childrenôs views and our reactions to those views. The team then 

discussed each of our reflections and examined our understanding of childrenôs 

interpretations of ócommunityô. Importantly, these discussions assisted the research team to 

illuminate and challenge our own ñtaken-for-granted assumptions and blind spotsòô 

(Alvesson and Skoldberg, 2009: 9), thus ensuring ï to the extent possible ï that we did not 

miss or dismiss aspects of childrenôs interpretations. This was essential in understanding a 

standpoint grounded in childrenôs experiences. Post-research sessions also provided 

researchers with an opportunity to debrief after particularly intense sessions when children 

had shared their negative ï sometimes heartbreaking ï experiences within their communities. 

The feedback sessions with children also provided an important opportunity for systematic 

reflection, as we invited children to respond to our interpretations of their interpretations. 

During in the feedback sessions, it was crucial that our philosophical commitment to creating 

spaces within which children could share their ideas frankly and with confidence was put into 

practice. Feedback sessions were sometimes quiet and reflective, as children thought about 

and commented on sometimes difficult issues, such as the real-life personally-experienced 

consequences of long waiting times in hospital emergency rooms, the sadness of inattentive 

parents, or the challenges of drunken violence on the part of adults. The sessions were often 

noisy and boisterous, as children challenged the researcher and sometimes one another. While 

the feedback sessions were loosely structured to ensure key issues were covered, they were 

not an orderly process ï indeed, they were often highly disorderly and the researcher was not 

in control of the nature, direction or volume of the discussion. The nature of the feedback 

sessions meant that some children were more comfortable engaging than others. The 

researcher invited children who felt they had not had their say to have a óprivate chatô ï either 
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one-on-one or in small groups ï after the feedback sessions. Several children accepted this 

invitation to present their views and to agree with, challenge, or add to our interpretations.  

Importantly, the feedback sessions gave children an opportunity to reflect on, and sometimes 

supplement, their contributions to the research. For example, after the feedback session in 

Riverside, J (girl, aged 11) approached the researcher and said that she would like to talk 

more about the issue of childrenôs contributions to their community. J explained that she had 

not given much thought to the ways in which children contribute to their communities, but 

after participating in both the research and feedback sessions she wanted to say more about 

her own role in her family and community.  J said ñThe things that some children said they 

do, I do all of that and more, much more. I do cooking and look after my brother and sister. I 

help out with my mum's boyfriend around his workshop because he owns his own business.ò 

J described helping out in the workshop as fun and described her sense of responsibility to 

her brother and sister. She also observed that she had little opportunity to engage in other 

activities within her community because of the extent of her responsibilities. This resulted in 

a deeper discussion between J, two other children and the researcher about the nature and 

diversity of childrenôs roles, an issue that had emerged only tangentially during the initial 

research session. 

As part of the analytic and reflexive process, we held a series of workshops with adult 

stakeholders to present, discuss and receive critical comment on our findings. In all, five 

workshops were held. Participants in the first workshop, held in February 2013, were scholars 

working in the area of childhood studies and in the second, held in April 2013, staff from our 

partner organisations. The methodology and methods used, the findings and our analysis of 

the findings were presented and subjected to scrutiny. These workshops provided an 

opportunity to test our interpretations of the data, to reflect on the research process, and to 

consider how the findings might be most effectively presented. Our aim was to expose our 

interpretations ï and assumptions ï to critical discussion as part of our systematic reflection. 

Between April and July 2013, three workshops were held with bureaucrats working in 

relevant departments in two states and at the Commonwealth level. The ópolicy makersô 

workshopsô invited participants to consider the findings of the research and engage in a 

discussion of how they could be presented and framed to be of most use to policy processes. 

Our aim here was by no means to tailor our findings to fit a particular policy agenda, but to 

ensure to the greatest extent possible that the findings are presented in a manner that is policy 
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relevant. All workshops were held in a óclosed doorô environment to foster frank, open and 

critical discussion. Workshop participantsô comments have been used to shape the 

presentation of our findings and, in particular, to inform policy recommendations, however, 

participants are not quoted in this report without their explicit consent. The workshops were 

highly valuable in illuminating the policy areas for which this research has not only 

relevance, but important implications. 
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Chapter 5.   Social capital theory, communities and 

children  
 

From the 1990s, governments in several OECD countries focused their attention on the role 

communities can play in overcoming disadvantage and social exclusion (Barnes et al., 2006). 

According to Johnson et al. (2005: 5) concern about ócommunityô intensifies during times of 

profound social change, such as the current óperiod of globalisationô. They argue ñat such 

times, it is claimed that the main institutions supposed to promote human welfare cannot 

cope, or are not doing a good job. Presently, there are claims that families, markets and states 

are letting many people down.ò (Johnson et al, 2005: 5). Concern about past and present 

failures and, more markedly, uncertainty about the future underpins our contemporary órisk 

societyô (Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1999). For Beck (1992), modernity itself and the creation of 

wealth have resulted in risk, particularly future risk created by human behaviour in the past 

and present. Edwards (2004: 4) argues that in times of change marked by a concept of risk, 

there is a strong impulse to produce certainty; ñIntellectually, politically and popularly, social 

capital offers a particular sort of explanation of, and remedy for dealing with, perceived 

changes in the way we live, work and relate to each other.ò From this perspective, social 

capital, and the particular forms of social and familial relations associated with it, provides an 

anchor in a time of turbulence. Within this increased focus on strengthening communities as a 

response to disadvantage and social exclusion in times of uncertainty, children are often 

presented as either catalysts for adult participation (for example, play groups that create 

social networks between parents) or beneficiaries of strong communities of adults. There has, 

however, been silence around childrenôs definitions of community, what children value, how 

they contribute and what they would like to change.  

This silence exists despite two important developments in thinking about children and 

childhood over the past two decades. First, social studies of childhood have contributed to 

new ways of theorising childhood (James et al., 1998; Qvortrup, 1999) and a number of 

empirical studies exploring the ways in which children exercise agency and engage with their 

communities and social worlds (Mayall, 1994; Morrow, 2001; Fattore at el., 2007). A 

growing body of research highlights childrenôs competency to influence research and policy 

agendas (Darbyshire et al., 2004; MacDonald, 2008). Second, the almost universal 

ratification of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child focused policy, 
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research and scholarly literature on the human rights of children and childrenôs participatory 

rights (Bessell and Gal, 2009; Bessell, 2010). 

In this research, as already discussed, we have drawn on scholarship within social studies of 

childhood to explore childrenôs perspectives, experiences and priorities about ócommunityô in 

order to understand a child standpoint. In doing so, we aim to inform both the policy and 

scholarly literature, which has paid insufficient attention to children as active members of 

their communities. Much of the scholarly and policy discourse on the role communities can 

play is informed by the literature on social capital. While there have been several important 

studies focusing on children and social capital, much of the ómainstreamô (adult-focused) 

theorising of social capital has been largely impervious to children. 

In a 2001 publication entitled The Well-being of Nations: The role of human and social 

capital, the OECD presented the concept of social capital as ñallowing individuals, groups 

and communities to resolve collective problems more easily,ò and as being a useful concept 

for policy (p. 42). In Australia, as discussed in Section Six of this report, the instrumental 

potential of social capital has been identified by both state and Commonwealth governments. 

Social capital has been considered as ñhaving benefits for the economy, particularly in terms 

of its potential to decrease transaction costs, encourage cooperative behaviour and trustò 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2002: 1). Consequently, increasing attention was paid to the 

ways in which social capital could be both facilitated and measured. The popularity of the 

concept of social capital coincided with, and was partially driven by, the publication of 

Robert Putnamôs Bowling Alone: The collapse and revival of American community in 2000. 

Putnam identified ways in which Americans had become increasingly disconnected from 

social and democratic structures. Putnamôs work heightened the concerns that in the United 

States and in other wealthy countries, community was in decline. 

5.1   Theoretical foundations of social capital: Putnam, Coleman and 

Bourdieu 

 

Conceptualisations of social capital have been informed by the work of three scholars in 

particular: Robert Putnam, James Coleman and Pierre Bourdieu. As such, it is valuable to 

consider the theories of each. As noted, Putnamôs work has been highly influential in policy 

since the late 1990s and has also promoted a great deal of criticism. In particular, Putnamôs 

work has been critiqued as insensitive to gender in some areas (such as the nature of 
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organisational membership), and as promoting a highly conservative, even regressive, 

attitude to the role of women by drawing an association between the movement of women 

into the labour force and the decline of social capital. Putnam has also been criticised for 

failing to pay sufficient attention to the twin axes of gender and generation, particularly 

within the family (Edwards, 2004). Colemanôs work was highly influential in education 

policy in the United States in the 1960s. His later theorising of social capital as an 

explanation for educational achievement pays particular attention to children, but as future 

citizens rather than as social actors in the present. Bourdieu pays little direct attention to 

children, but does explore the intergenerational dimensions of social capital. Bourdieuôs 

theory of social capital focuses not on the potential of social capital to connect individuals 

and strengthen communities, but as a framework for analysing social exclusion and class 

division.  

5.1.1 Robert Putnamôs concept of social capital 

Robert Putnam, who defines social capital as ósocial connections and attendant norms and 

trustô, has been most influential in revitalising policy interest in social capital. For Putnam, 

social capital is closely related to political participation and civic engagement, with civic 

engagement defined as ópeopleôs connections with the life of their communities, not merely 

politicsô (Putnam, 1995: 665). Putnamôs earlier study of local government in Italy found that 

óthe performance of government and other social institutions is powerfully influenced by 

citizen engagement in community affairsô (or social capital) (Putnam, 1995: 664). From his 

work in Italy and in the United States, Putnam concluded that education (specifically higher 

education) is the strongest correlate of civic engagement. Putnam (1995: 676) argues óhighly 

educated people are much more likely to be joiners and trusters, partly because they are better 

off economically, but mostly because of the skills, resources, and inclinations that were 

imparted to them at home and at school.ô Thus, for Putnam, there is a close relationship 

between human capital and social capital. Importantly, Putnam does not make prior claims 

about who benefits from the social connections that define social capital; this, he argues, can 

only be determined empirically.  Putnam describes generalised reciprocity as the touchstone 

of social capital. This is the idea that: 

Each individual act in a system of reciprocity is usually characterised by a 

combination of what one might call short-term altruism and long-term self-

interest: I help you out now in the (possibly vague, uncertain, and 

uncalculating) expectation that you will help me out in the future.  
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Reciprocity is made up of a series of acts each of which is short-term 

altruism (benefiting others at a cost to the altruist), but which together 

typically make every participant better off.  

(Michael Taylor, quoted by Putnam, 2000: 134) 

 

Putnam argues that for generalised reciprocity to be effective, trust is essential. Trust, for 

Putnam, can be thick or thin. Thick trust is óembedded in personal relations that are strong, 

frequent and nested in wider networksô (Putnam, 2000: 136). This is the form of trust that 

exists between individuals who know they can rely on one another as a result of long-

standing, shared personal experience. A second form of trust is described as óthin trustô. This 

is social or generalised trust that extends beyond oneôs immediate and personal connections 

to oneôs fellow citizens with whom there is not a direct relationship. It is thin trust that 

Putnam identifies as strongly associated with civic engagement and social capital. In 

discussing the notion of trust, he draws an important distinction between trust and 

trustworthiness: óSocial trust is a valuable community asset if ï and only if ï it is warranted 

é Generalized reciprocity is a community asset, but generalized gullibility is not.ô (Putnam, 

2000: 135-6). While institutions may play an important role in assuring citizens that placing 

trust in others is warranted and in their interest, and not a display of gullibility, there is a 

distinction between political and social trust. Putnam argues that people may have little faith 

in political institutions, but high levels of social trust.  

Networks are a fundamental characteristic of Putnamôs conceptualisation of social capital. 

For Putnam, social capital refers to networks of social connection ï doing with. Putnam 

(2000: 117) argues that óDoing good for other people, however laudable, is not part of the 

definition of social capitalô.  Doing good for others, volunteering and philanthropy for 

example, are important diagnostic signs of social capital, but are not the basis of social 

capital. The basis of social capital is civic engagement, or the networks and relationships that 

we have within our communities. The title of Putnamôs now famous book, Bowling Alone, 

reveals something of what Putnam means by ódoing withô ï being part of a bowling team, 

meeting regularly, and playing together (rather than bowling alone) exemplifies Putnamôs 

concept of doing with. Doing with means being part of, and actively engaged in, social 

networks or associations that connect people physically as well as socially. Putnam identifies 

the density of associations ï that is the number of associations within a community ï as an 

indicator of social capital.  
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Putnam argues that social capital is a powerful element in shaping childrenôs development, 

educational attainment and well-being (2000: 266-97). Drawing on quantitative empirical 

data on social capital and school outcomes (particularly SAT scores) across the United States, 

Putnam concludes that it is levels of social capital rather than poverty or demographic 

characteristics that drive school test scores (2000: 300). Moreover, Putnam found that while 

formal institutionalised social capital is important, informal social capital is a stronger 

predictor of young peopleôs educational outcomes: 

...level of social trust in a state and the frequency with which people connected 

informally with one another (in card games, visiting with friends, and the like) were 

even more closely correlated with educational performance than was the amount of 

time state residents devoted to club meetings, church attendance and community 

projects.  

(Putnam, 2000: 300) 

Thus, personal connections within states and at the level of neighbourhood and community 

are identified as crucial to childrenôs educational attainment and general well-being. 

Neighbourhoods with high levels of social capital are described as those where ópublic spaces 

are cleaner, people are friendlier, and the streets are safer.ô In essence, these places ótend to 

be good places to raise children.ô (Putnam, 2000: 307). While Putnam emphasises the 

importance of high levels of social capital at the community level, he also highlights the 

importance of social capital within the family. Children whose parents are actively engaged in 

their lives and schools are argued to be more likely to achieve higher school results and reject 

drug-taking and delinquent behaviour (Putnam, 200: 305). In sum, Putnam argues that social 

capital matters a great deal for children. His focus, however, is on educational and social 

outcomes for children rather than their own experience of social networks and civic 

engagement. He is largely silent on childrenôs own involvement in social capital, except to 

note that children living in communities where there are strong traditions of civic engagement 

are more likely to use their leisure time óproductivelyô (Putnam, 200: 302). 

5.1.2 James Colemanôs concept of social capital 

James Coleman also identifies social capital as an important ingredient in childrenôs 

development and, in particular, their educational outcomes. Indeed, Colemanôs work was an 

important influence on Putnamôs thinking about social capital, children and educational 

attainment (Putnam, 2000: 302). Coleman identifies the family as the primary location of 
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social capital, which he sees as a crucial ingredient in building the human capital of children. 

Colemanôs interest in social capital grew out of his óattempts to explain the relationships 

between social inequality and academic achievement in schools.ô (Field, 2003: 22). His large-

scale study of educational achievement among six ethnic groups in the United States in the 

1960s, published in 1966 and known as the Coleman Report, found that ófamily and 

community background characteristics tended to outweigh factors related to the nature of the 

school itselfô in shaping educational achievement and opportunity (Field, 2003: 22). In later 

work, Coleman sought to explain why children in religiously affiliated schools tended to have 

lower rates of absenteeism and drop-out, as well as better performance. Coleman concluded 

that low drop-out rates in Catholic schools, and other religiously affiliated schools where the 

majority of the school population shared a common religious commitment, resulted from the 

shared norms and expectations ï essentially, the social capital ï of the adult community 

surrounding the school (Coleman, 1988: S114).  

Coleman defines social capital not as óa single entity but a variety of entities with two 

elements in common: they all consist of some aspect of social structures, and they facilitate 

certain actions of actors ï whether persons or corporate actors ï within the structure.ô (1988: 

S98). From this perspective, the value of social capital is the function it performs, that is 

giving actors access to resources they can use to achieve their interests. One function of 

social capital is the provision of information that is important in everyday interactions. 

Another function of social capital is prescription of social norms, for example norms that 

ñone should forego self-interest and act in the interests of the collectivity.ò (Coleman, 1988: 

S104). Coleman notes that effective social norms may inhibit crime, making neighbourhoods 

safer for all. They may also dictate and constrain the behaviour of young people, including 

around school attendance and behaviour. While effective norms can curb deviant actions that 

harm others, Coleman notes they may also reduce innovation and deviant behaviour that 

benefits everyone (S105). For Coleman, certain types of social structure facilitate social 

capital. Of particular importance is the concept of closure, whereby oneôs associates are 

known to each other, forming a closed social network. This type of social structure is 

considered effective in promoting trust and in ensuring that there are sanctions from within 

the social group if norms are violated. Intergenerational closure exists when there are links 

between parents of children within a school. When linkages exist, parents ñcan discuss their 

childrenôs activities and come to some consensus about standards and about sanctions.ò 

(1988: S107). Parents reinforce one another in monitoring and sanctioning childrenôs 
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behaviour, providing what Coleman describes as ñquantity of social capital available to each 

parent in raising his [sic] children ï not only in matters related to school but in other matters 

as well.ò (1988: S107).  

Coleman also identifies social capital within the family as important in the creation of human 

capital in the next generation. For Coleman there exists within a family three forms of capital: 

(i) financial capital, approximately measured by income or wealth; (ii) human capital, 

approximately measured by parentsô education which indicates the potential cognitive 

environment available to a child; and (iii) social capital (1988: S109). Social capital is the 

nature and intensity of the relationship between parents and children and the extent to which 

parents engage actively with their children. High levels of social capital may compensate for 

low human capital of parents, traditionally measured by parentsô years of schooling. 

Conversely, high levels of human capital among parents ñmay be irrelevant to outcomes for 

children if parents are not an important part of their childrenôs lives, if their human capital is 

employed exclusively at work or elsewhere outside the home.ò (Coleman, 1988: S110) 

Coleman argues that social capital within the family is undermined by óstructural 

deficienciesô, of which two forms are prominent. First, ñthe nuclear family itself, in which 

one or both parents work outside the home, can be seen as structurally deficient, lacking the 

social capital that comes with the presence of parents during the day, or with grandparents or 

aunts and uncles in or near the householdò (1988: S111). The second, and for Coleman the 

most prominent, element of structural deficiency in the modern family is the single parent 

family. According to Coleman, in each of these family structures, parents are less able to be 

physically present and have less time and capacity to provide attention to the child, thus 

diminishing the social capital that facilitates a childôs access to the adultôs human capital. 

While Coleman identifies physical presence as important, he emphasises that it is not 

sufficient alone ï social capital is still lacking in a family if parents are present but do not 

have a strong relationship with their children. The lack of strong relationships is attributed to 

a range of factors, including ñthe childôs embeddedness in a youth communityò and ñthe 

parentsô embeddedness in relationships with other adults that do not cross generationsò 

(1988: S111). Coleman also argues that a larger number of siblings impacts negatively on 

social capital within families as each individual child receives less adult attention (1988: 

S111). 
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5.1.3 Pierre Bourdieuôs concept of social capital 

Pierre Bourdieu, generally identified as one of the key theorists of social capital, wrote very 

little directly on the topic. The primary aim of Bourdieuôs extensive body of scholarship was 

to understand social hierarchy, social reproduction and the ways in which dominant classes 

maintain their position (Field, 2003). It is within this broader context that Bourdieuôs concept 

of social capital is located, providing a framework for understanding and analysing social 

inclusion and exclusion.  

Bourdieu argues that the social world should be understood through the concept of capital, 

not only in the form that dominates economic theory, but also cultural and social capital 

(1986: 47). In analysing the unequal educational achievement of children from different 

classes, Bourdieu identified cultural capital as a key explanatory factor. Cultural capital is 

personally embodied within the individual, possessed through goods that have cultural value 

(Bourdieu refers to pictures, books, dictionaries, machinery), and institutionalised through 

educational qualifications (Bourdieu, 1986: 48). Cultural capital is both material and 

symbolic. Families with high levels of cultural capital are able to pursue ócultural investment 

strategiesô to ensure their children gain optimal benefits from education. Cultural capital can 

be converted into economic capital. In this way, cultural capital ï and social position ï is 

reproduced. For Bourdieu, social capital operates alongside cultural and economic capital to 

maintain social hierarchies. 

Bourdieu (1988: 51) defines social capital as ñthe aggregate of the actual or potential 

resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less 

institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition ï or in other words, to 

membership in a group.ò Social capital provides members of a group with collectively-owned 

capital with can be exchanged for both material and symbolic benefit ï Bourdieu describes 

this as convertibility, with social capital able to be converted into both economic and cultural 

capital. The volume of oneôs social capital is dependent on the extent of oneôs social 

connections. Portes and Landolt have argued that Bourdieuôs key insight was that not only 

can social capital be traded, but that trading is necessary to increase social capital. For them, 

ñsocial capital of any significance can seldom be acquired without the investment of some 

material resources and the possession of some cultural knowledge, enabling the individual to 

establish relations with valued othersò (Portes and Landolt, 2000: 531). Here, Bourdieuôs 
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theory of social capital provides a framework for analysis, but not the policy direction of 

Coleman or, particularly, Putnam. 

For Bourdieu, the relationships that form the basis of social capital can be produced (formed) 

through particular types of social institutions (such as kinship relations). Relationships can 

also be reproduced (extended) through exchange (Bourdieu refers to gifts, words, 

women/marriage). But ultimately, the limits of the group are clearly defined and maintained ï 

ñthese are the limits beyond which constitutive exchange ï trade, commensality or marriage ï 

cannot take placeò (1988: 52). Thus, Bourdieuôs conception of social capital is essentially 

exclusive. Rather than being a means through which communities can be connected or 

strengthened, it is the means by which groups maintain and reproduce their dominant position 

within social hierarchies. 

5.2 Where do children feature in Putnam, Coleman and Bourdieuôs 

conceptualisations of social capital? 

 

Putnam, Coleman and Bourdieu have each been charged with ignoring children entirely 

within their theories of social capital. This charge is not entirely justified. For Coleman and 

Bourdieu, the search for explanations of childrenôs differential education achievement and 

outcomes is a catalyst for their thinking about social capital. Putnam presents social capital as 

a means of increasing childrenôs educational chances. Thus, children ï as objects of 

education and as future human capital ï feature in the theories of each. Significantly, both 

Bourdieu and Coleman define social capital in terms of its function; that is, what it does for 

social actors in terms of increasing their resources within society. For children, the main 

function of social capital is to enhance life chances in adulthood. Thus, the primary analytic 

and empirical focus is on childrenôs ófutureô outcomes rather than their ócurrentô experiences. 

Childrenôs social capital is conceptualised largely as a by-product of their parentsô social 

networks. Moreover, social capital is ñregarded as an asset that children can draw on and 

benefit from in their future lives rather than in their lives in the present.ò (Leonard, 2005: 

607). Alanen (2003: 31) has highlighted and critiqued the ópseudo-inclusionô of children in 

sociological research. She observes that very often children appear to be a genuine concern, 

but ñin the end they disappear from view.ò At one level, children are of genuine concern in 

each of the grand theories of social capital, but ultimately they are theoretically and 

empirically invisible or, at best, ñappendages to some category of adults (such as parents).ò 

(Alanen, 2003: 31; see also Leonard, 2008). 
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In their theorising of social capital, Putnam, Coleman and Bourdieu locate children as 

passive. Children may either benefit from high levels of social capital, however defined, or be 

impacted deleteriously by its absence. Children are not, however, considered to have their 

own social networks or to be active within the social networks of their communities. Studies 

of social capital from within the social studies of childhood have sought to fill the lacunae 

through both empirical studies and theory. Such work has been an important step forward, but 

beyond the social studies of childhood, most research on social capital remains adult-centric. 

As Leonard (2005) has pointed out, we know far more about adultsô everyday lives than we 

do about childrenôs. This is particularly true for childrenôs lives beyond the family and 

school.  

5.3 Child-focused studies of social capital 

One of the first studies of social capital from a generationally-sensitive perspective was 

Morrowôs 1999 article, which sought to conceptualise social capital in a way that is inclusive 

of children and young people. Morrow is particularly critical of both Putnamôs and 

Colemanôs conceptualisation of social capital, finding them ethno-centric, insensitive to 

gender, and exclusive of children. She also notes that Bourdieu pays insufficient attention to 

children, but argues his theory of social capital offers a ñmore complex and contextualised 

account of different forms of capitalò and provides a more useful foundation for thinking 

about children and social capital (1999: 754-5). 

Importantly for our purposes, Morrow draws out ï in the UK context ï the ways in which 

policy has linked social networks and communities, human health and well-being, and social 

capital (Morrow, 1999: 744-74). In doing so, she is critical of the ways in which Colemanôs ï 

and to some extent Putnamôs ï concept of social capital was used to serve a particular 

political agenda in the UK: 

...a powerful political and popular rhetoric has been generated about the harmful 

effects of family breakdown on children, and the social capital literature both draws 

on this and feeds into it. While the reasons for the development of this rhetoric are 

undoubtedly partly economic and political (lone parents cost the State more), the 

pathologising discourse has the effect of generating an image of children in the 

ówrongô kinds of families as being damaged. 

(Morrow, 1999: 752-53). 
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Morrow argues that the emphasis on óparenting deficitsô both ignores the multiple forms that 

ófamilyô can take both between and within cultures, and represents the ófamilialisationô of 

children that has occurred, particularly in Anglo-Saxon constructions of child, parent and 

family. Edwards (2002: 4-5) argues that the familialisation of children ï that is their 

relegation to the private sphere of home and family as both necessary and natural ï dates to 

the nineteenth century as motherhood was also domesticated. Oakley (1994: 18) argued that 

while critical feminist research made women visible within the family and household, the 

generational inequalities experienced by children, including within the family, remain 

unexposed. Two decades on, Oakleyôs assessment remains germane to much mainstream 

(adult-centric) research on social capital. This is not to suggest that family is not important to 

and for children ï but to argue that childrenôs lives are lived both within and outside the 

family. Offer and Schneider (2007) found that adolescents are creators of social capital 

independent of their families and parents. Indeed, they conclude that ñfocusing on the flow of 

resources from parents to children can lead to an inaccurate depiction of family dynamics... 

further research should attribute a more active role to children and seriously investigate the 

ways in which they shape familial processes [of connection and social capital] (2007: 1137). 

Similarly, Weller and Bruegelôs (2009) study of children and social capital across five sites in 

England found that children have both their own independent social networks and are 

instrumental in parentsô levels of social capital. Weller and Bruegel identify the tension many 

parents felt between supporting their children to actively engage in their neighbourhoods and 

develop their own social connections, and protecting their children from the public sphere, in 

line with dominant parenting discourses.  

Edwards (2002: 5) argues that the ñfamilialisation of children has been accompanied, and 

reinforced by, the concept of the institutionalisation of childhood. The result has been an 

emphasis on childrenôs status and location as pupils in schools, accompanied by a focus on 

their educational attainment that can steadily increase as an institutional structure for their 

lives as they work towards educational qualifications.ò School, conceptualised as the 

appropriate site within which childrenôs lives play out, is a primary focus of research on, 

about, and with children ï including in the areas of social capital and community. While 

some studies have indicated the importance children place on school as a site of social 

connection as well as learning (see Eriksson et al., 2010), the focus on school illuminates 

only one aspect of childrenôs social worlds. Moreover, the focus ï particularly in the social 

capital literature ï has often been on the future benefits of educational attainment rather than 
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present experience. Important exceptions here are the relatively few studies that adopt a 

child-centred approach, seeking to uncover childrenôs own social networks (Weller and 

Bruegel, 2009; Offer and Schneider, 2007; Eriksson et al., 2010). 

Several studies have explored the way in which children and young people employ social 

capital within their own sub-cultures, in order to access social support, self-respect, and in 

some cases, material goods in the face of exclusion from broader society (Portes and Landolt, 

1996; Morrow, 1999; Beazley, 2002). Drawing on Bourdieu, Thornton (1995: 202) argues 

that young peopleôs (like adultsô) sub-cultural capital can be either objectified (for example as 

music collections or certain types of clothing) or embodied (such as hair-cuts or having the 

órightô sub-cultural knowledge. Leonard (2008: 237) presents children and young peopleôs 

sub-cultural capital as largely positive, enabling them ñto assert their distinctive character ... 

[and] ... create social spaces not contaminated by adult values and cultural norms.ò For 

Leonard, the separation of adult and youth cultures is largely positive for children and young 

people. Moreover, childrenôs and young peoplesô cultures are considered to be the same.  

Portes and Landolt present a less positive assessment of sub-cultural capital. They identify 

youth gangs as an example of a form of social capital, but one that, ultimately, may hold a 

young person down rather than provide support to move ahead (1996: 21). Portes and 

Landoltôs work draws attention to the potentially negative side of social capital, recognised 

by Putnam to some extent, whereby strong social networks may bond people together within 

a common context, but not provide the means by which they can improve their lives.  

Portes and Landoltôs critique of youth sub-cultural capital draws on a conceptual distinction 

that is important in the social capital literature generally: that between bonding and bridging 

social capital. Bonding social capital exists through intra-community links and often excludes 

óoutsidersô. Bonding social capital is built on the thick trust of well-established, personal 

relations that Putnam describes, and is often important in providing the kinds of support that 

enable óinsidersô to óget byô (Putnam, 2000: 136). Bonding social capital may, however, be 

harmful to individualsô prospects of ódoing betterô or ómoving upô, as it limits social networks 

to those within a given community (see Woolcock and Narayan, 2000). Bridging social 

capital by contrast. is inter-community in nature and provides individuals with networks 

beyond their own immediate community or social group. It is bridging capital that enables 

people to óget aheadô in life (Woolcock and Narayan, 2000). While the different ótypesô of 

social capital have been accorded considerable attention in the general social capital 
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literature, relatively little attention has been paid to how they impact on childrenôs social 

networks and experiences of community. Generally, bonding social capital ï in the form of 

Colemanôs closure ï is considered positive ï or at least unproblematic for young children, 

although it becomes limiting as young people seek employment and other forms of óadultô 

engagement. To the extent that bridging social capital is considered relevant for children, it is 

through proxy benefits of adultsô (generally parentsô) networks (Hoffman-Ekstein et al., 

2008: 5). 

Much of the social capital literature has been criticised as being blind to gender and assuming 

that the kinds of networks that produce benefits for men operate in similarly positive ways for 

women (see Molyneux 2002). Similarly, a significant proportion of the studies that do exist 

on children and social capital pay little attention to gender. In her study of childrenôs 

experiences of their neighbourhoods, Morrow found that there were differences between boys 

and girls, but emphasised that age and ethnicity were as salient as gender in childrenôs 

accounts of their experiences (Morrow, 2003: 5). Morrowôs study found that gender shaped 

the ways in which boys and girls were able to earn an income, with baby-sitting available to 

girls. Gender was also significant in childrenôs engagement with sport, with boys more likely 

to play and girlsô to watch (if involved at all), and in their use of public spaces. Notably, girls 

felt that leisure facilities and activities in their neighbourhoods were designed for boys. 

Clampet-Lundquist et al. (2011) in their study of teenagers in óhigh riskô neighbourhoods 

found gendered differences in the ways boys and girls used public space. In this study, boys 

were found to be more likely to engage in activities that draw negative attention from 

neighbours and police.  

Both Morrow and Clampet-Lundquist et al. observed the importance of same-sex adults in 

young peopleôs lives. Clampet-Lundquist et al. (2011: 1183) found that father figures play a 

very important role in the lives of young men in low-income, violent neighbourhoods in the 

United States of America. In Morrowôs study in the United Kingdom, girls were considerably 

more likely than boys to identify their mothersô emotional support as important.  

While there is an important and growing literature that examines social capital from a 

perspective that is inclusive of children, the general social capital literature has ignored 

children, rendered them invisible or considered them as appendages of adults. While child-

inclusive studies have demonstrated the existence, complexity and importance of childrenôs 

networks, much of the literature assumes that increasing social capital among adults will 
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necessarily have flow-on benefits for children in the present and, more importantly, in terms 

of future achievement and outcomes. Thus, in relation to children, social capital has taken on 

a highly instrumentalist nature. The ways social capital shapes childrenôs experiences of, and 

roles within their communities, particularly in Australia, has been given far too little 

attention. 
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Chapter 6.   A brief overview of policies relating to 

children and community 
 

Social capital entered the policy lexicon in Australia in the late 1990s, as policy interest grew 

in the ways governments can draw non-government stakeholders into social policy processes. 

From 2000, significant policy developments centred on fostering social capital, as well as 

strengthening families and promoting ólocal solutionsô to problems. In April 2000, the 

Commonwealth Government launched the Stronger Families and Communities Strategy, 

which aimed to strengthen communities and assist them to ñincrease their capacity to meet 

the challenges of economic and social change and to cope with the pressures that can lead to 

family and social break downò (Emmerson, 2000: 66). The Stronger Families and 

Communities Strategy was based on the idea that investment in family and community 

relationships can assist in ñpreventing difficult and expensive social problems happening in 

the first placeò (Emmerson, 2000: 71). Central to the Strategy was the idea that communities 

are better placed than governments to identify and respond to local problems, including 

strengthening families through early childhood development and effective parenting. Funding 

was provided for parenting support, local play groups for young children and their parents, 

marriage and relationship education, and family counselling. The Strategy combined ideas of 

investing in prevention and early intervention before problems become entrenched, with the 

agenda of the incumbent government of Prime Minister Howard which sought to maintain 

and revitalise the traditional family.  

The concept of social capital as local networks of support and self-help was central to the 

Strategy and presented as a new way of working. Emmerson (2001: 68) describes the 

approach underlying the Strategy as: 

A basic belief that governments alone cannot build capacity or trust, ie: they cannot 

create social capital. The Strategy also recognises that while a traditional model can 

support a large number of services and help to do some important work, equally it can 

waste opportunities through lack of coordination, duplication and rigidities. 

The Stronger Families and Communities Strategy was part of a broader rethinking of social 

policy in Australia under the Howard government from the late 1990s. Social capital was 

central to this rethinking, with the conceptual debates and important theoretical differences, 
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particularly between the three key thinkers ï Putnam, Coleman and Bourdieu ï reduced to the 

lowest common denominator of ñnetworks of social relations characterised by norms of trust 

and reciprocityò (see Stone, 2000: 10). Social capital was considered as necessarily positive, 

fostering economic growth, providing families with óbonding capacityô that assists families to 

get by, and enhancing óbridging capacityô which can assist families to get ahead (Stone, 2000: 

11). Communities were positioned as central to the development of social capital, but not 

always in ways that were clear or well defined. Stone and Hughes (2000) have observed that 

ócommunityô was used to refer both to the community sector, which they describe as ñthe 

mostly not-for-profit organisations involved in the day to day delivery of welfare and 

services, and the community at large, which they define as ócivil societyô.ò 

This ambiguity as to what precisely ócommunityô is remains within policy discourse. 

Volunteering was identified as central to the development of social capital.  Very often 

community appears to mean the not-for-profit sector or business. The Stronger Families and 

Communities Strategy identified family as the bedrock for strong communities with large 

stocks of social capital (see Stone and Hughes, 2000, for a useful discussion). Thus 

strengthening communities was intrinsically linked to building social capital, in a manner 

reminiscent of Colemanôs approach. In a 2000 policy document, then Prime Minister, John 

Howard, and the Minister for Family and Community Services, Jocelyn Newman, set out the 

ideas underpinning the Stronger Families and Communities Strategy: 

é[S]trong family and community networks nurture children, care for those in need, 

and help people take up opportunities and find work. Itôs about neighbours and 

families helping each other in times of crisis. It also involves the commitment of local 

volunteers who provide much-needed community services and who work on 

community projects. Itôs about community leaders pulling their communities together 

in times of change. 

The Stronger Families and Communities Strategy included a number of significant initiatives 

for children, initially focusing on the age cohort from birth to five years. Children were 

identified as beneficiaries of strong communities and of high levels of social capital, but did 

not feature as social actors or as contributors to community, or to the development of social 

capital. Child-focused initiatives prioritised two issues. Firstly, the collection of large-scale, 

longitudinal data, to provide an evidence base for policy. Secondly, early intervention, to 

support children in the early years and to promote school readiness, while engaging families 
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in economic and community life (Howard and Newman, 2000). Engagement of families in 

economic life was clearly defined by reference to paid employment or formal education and 

training. The meaning of engagement in community life was less clear.  Two initiatives 

funded under the Stronger Families and Communities Strategy have been particularly 

significant: The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC) and Communities for 

Children (CfC). Funding for each was continued by the Labor Government upon its election 

in 2007.  

The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC) commenced in 2004 and follows the 

development of 10,000 children and their families. LSAC aims to ñidentify policy 

opportunities for improving support for children and their families and for early intervention 

and prevention strategiesò (Growing Up in Australia website).  LSAC focuses on eleven key 

research questions, relating to themes of child and family functioning, child care and 

education (see Edwards, 2012; Sanson, et al, 2002). LSAC includes questions relating to the 

influence of social connections and community on childrenôs developmental outcomes, 

including the impacts on individual outcomes of broad neighbourhood characteristics and 

community connectedness, engagement, trust and violence (Edwards, 2012: 8). This has 

potential to provide a quantitative picture of general themes and trends.  

Under Communities for Children (CfC) non-government organisations are funded to 

ñdevelop and implement a strategic and sustainable whole-of-community approach to early 

childhood development in consultation with local stakeholders.ò (Stronger Families Stronger 

Communities National Evaluation Consortium: 4). Communities for Children was initially 

implemented in forty-five sites around Australia and focused on children aged zero to five 

years and their families. Drawing on similar place-based initiatives in the United Kingdom, 

such as SureStart (see Eisenstadt, 2011), Communities for Children sought to improve 

outcomes for children in geographic areas of disadvantage. The CfC model was based on the 

idea that coordination between services within a geographic area is essential to building trust 

and engaging with the most disadvantaged families (Muir, et al, 2010, p. 36). A 2009 

evaluation of the Stronger Families and Communities Strategy found that CfC had been 

ómodestly successfulô. It concluded that ñthe CfC model can make an important contribution 

to the family and community contexts in which disadvantaged children grow up, and in terms 

of their well-being. Whether the CfC is a strategy that can sustain benefits in the long term, 

and whether longer exposure to the CfC initiative at a later stage in operation can produce 

greater benefits is, as yet, unclearò (Muir, et al, 2010). Consultation with communities was 
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identified as a particularly important and effective dimension of CfC (Muir, et al 2009). 

Community consultation was undertaken with families, parents and other adult stakeholders. 

While community consultation was important to the CfC approach, consultation with children 

was not a feature of the initial design, most likely because of the very young age of the 

children involved. In 2009, the services provided under CfC were extended to include 

children up to the age of twelve years. It was not clear whether, or to what extent, the 

extended age focus was accompanied by a commitment to, and procedures for, consultation 

with children.  

With the federal election of a Labor Government in 2007, the policy rhetoric shifted from that 

of social capital to social inclusion. However, the idea that government was no longer best 

placed to deal with issues of disadvantage remained a central theme, albeit presented 

differently. Immediately prior to the 2007 election, then Deputy Leader of the Opposition, 

Julia Gillard, mapped out the Australian Labor Partyôs social inclusion agenda: 

We have to change the way Governments at all levels deliver services to tackle 

disadvantage. Itôs going to be about bottom up not top-down measures to tackle 

disadvantage ï so we will be asking local governments, non-government 

organisations and businesses to participate in new place-based governance 

arrangements that bring together Commonwealth, State and local funds in the most 

effective way to lift up disadvantaged communities.  

In May 2008, the Labor Government established the Social Inclusion Board, ñas the main 

advisory body to Government on ways to achieve better outcomes for the most disadvantaged 

in our communityò (Social Inclusion Board website). The Social Inclusion Board was located 

within the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet. Arguably, the concept of social 

inclusion and social exclusion, unlike the concept of social capital, is not embedded in clear 

theoretical frameworks. It does however, have a relatively long history of usage in policy 

circles, particularly in Europe. It was initially used in France in the 1970s, to refer to those 

who fell through the formal social protection net and were administratively excluded by the 

state (Burchardt, et al, 2002, p. 2).  The concept was later expanded to include disaffected 

youth and isolated individuals (Burchardt, et al, 2002). Burchardt et al (2002: 30) propose a 

working definition of social exclusion as follows: ñAn individual is socially excluded if he or 

she does not participate in the key activities of the society in which he or she lives.ò They 
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identify four dimensions of social exclusion which they consider relevant to Britain in the 

1990s: 

(i) Consumption: the capacity to purchase goods and services; 

(ii)  Production: participation in economically or socially valuable activities; 

(iii)  Political engagement: involvement in local or national decision-making; and 

(iv) Social interaction: integration with family, friends and community. 

 

In a 2008 paper prepared by the Australian Institute of Family Studies (AIFS) for the newly 

formed Social Inclusion Unit, the authors noted that there is no generally accepted definition 

of social exclusion (Hayes, et al 2008). That paper mapped the various definitions used, 

highlighting Burchardt et alôs work in the UK context. Significantly, the 2008 AIFS paper 

highlighted the importance of personal and social relationships to social inclusion (Hayes, et 

al, 2008: 31), noting that the success of child-focused interventions is strongly associated 

with the nature and extent of social supports. The paper did not, however, canvas the nature 

or importance of childrenôs personal and social relationships.  

The Social Inclusion Board adopted a vision where a ñsocially inclusive society is one in 

which all Australians feel valued and have the opportunity to participate fully in our society.ò 

(Social Inclusion Board website). The Labor Governmentôs social inclusion agenda was set 

out in Foundations for a Stronger, Fairer Australia. That document began with a message 

from the Minister for Social Inclusion, Tanya Plibersek, which referred to John Dewey and 

stated that ñwhat the best and wisest parent wants for their own child is what our community 

should want for all its children.ò The Ministerôs message went on to state, ñThat applies to all 

the obvious things: education, health care, safe and secure housing, a rewarding job when 

they grow up; it applies also to the less tangible building blocks of life.ò Thus, children were 

positioned as benefitting from social inclusion, while the social inclusion agenda was 

presented as crucial in providing a foundation for children. The document referred to several 

areas where the social inclusion agenda aimed to support children, including through support 

for children with a disability and the Closing the Gap for Indigenous Australians initiative.  

Of particular relevance to this research are two focus areas identified in Foundations for a 

Stronger, Fairer Australia: early childhood services and early intervention and employment 

promotion strategies for parents.  The Labor government identified initiatives in the area of 

early childhood services and early intervention such as the Home Interaction Program for 

Parents and Youngsters; the National Partnership on Early Childhood Education, which 
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includes a National Quality Agenda for Early Childhood Education and Care; the 

establishment of the Australian Early Development Index; and ongoing support for ï and 

expansion of ï Communities for Children. The Labor government identified initiatives to 

help jobless families with children such as rebates for child care and compulsory workforce 

participation requirements. The latter demonstrates the extent to which the social inclusion 

policy agenda identified integration into paid employment as the means of overcoming social 

exclusion (see Nevile and Nevile, 2006). As in the previous Coalition Governmentôs 

approach to social capital, the Labor Governmentôs approach to social inclusion identified 

children as beneficiaries of an inclusive society, rather than active members. In particular, 

parentôs employment was considered to have flow on benefits for childrenôs social inclusion. 

A set of indicators were developed, designed to measure and monitor óhow Australia is 

faringô in relation to social inclusion. Of the twenty-seven óheadline indicatorsô used to 

measure social inclusion, only three related directly to children: (i) children assessed as 

vulnerable on the Australian Early Development Index (AEDI); (ii) child protection 

substantiation rates; and (iii) children living in jobless families. Children are positioned as 

either ódevelopingô, as in the indicator relating to position on the AEDI; as óin need of 

protectionô; or as ódependentô. Children are not positioned as members of the community. 

While each of these indicators may be important, they provide only a very narrow 

understanding of childrenôs inclusion or exclusion. Indicators relating to issues such as 

feelings of safety, having a voice in family or community, and social connectedness, related 

only to adults (or in some cases people aged over fifteen years). As the findings of this 

research discussed at length in part two of this report make clear, feeling safe. having a voice 

in family and community, and social connectedness are all identified by children as very 

important to their sense of community. Moreover, they are issues on which the children who 

participated in this research had very clear views ï views that they wanted to share and have 

taken seriously. 

A particular focus of the federal Labor Governmentôs social inclusion agenda was the 

importance of workforce participation for families with children. The Foundations for a 

Stronger, Fairer Australia document stated, ñEmployment is a powerful vehicle to increase 

family wellbeing and social inclusion.ò Parental employment was identified as a way of 

ensuring vulnerable children have a good start in life. Indeed, promoting paid employment, or 

formal education and training that would lead to employment, was a central principle of 

Laborôs social inclusion agenda.   
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Efforts to encourage or require parents to enter paid employment were strengthened in 2007, 

when parents applying for government allowances were eligible for parenting payments only 

until the youngest child turned six years in the case of couples and until the youngest child 

turned eight in the case of sole parents. A grandfathering arrangement enabled parents with 

children aged between eight and twelve years, and already on parenting payments, to 

maintain existing parenting payments. Over time, requirements were tightened and in 2013, 

changes first introduced in 2007 became applicable to all people on parenting benefits.   

Following the 2013 changes, no sole parents were eligible for parenting payments once their 

youngest child turned eight years of age and were instead moved onto Newstart allowance 

with its more stringent employment participation requirements.  Interestingly, the Social 

Inclusion Board identified óworkô as ñparticipating in employment, in voluntary work and in 

family and caring,ò but changes to parenting benefits clearly prioritise paid employment over 

unpaid roles involving caring for children (Social Inclusion Board website).     

While the federal Labor Governmentôs social inclusion agenda appears to have largely 

excluded people under the age of fifteen, there were other important policy initiatives in 

recent years focusing on children. In 2009 the Council of Australian Governments endorsed 

the National Framework for Protecting Australiaôs Children 2009-2020. The Framework 

identified strong families, strong supportive communities, and government services and 

supports as central to protecting children. The Framework includes six supporting outcomes, 

the first of which is that ñchildren live in safe and supportive families and communities.ò This 

supporting outcome states that ñBusinesses and the broader community can play a part in 

supporting families through child and family-friendly policies and practices.ò It is not, 

however, clearly defined within the Framework what child-friendly policies, practices or 

communities might look like.  

As part of the National Framework, the federal government established the óChild Awareô 

initiative. The initiative included funding to organisations for relevant projects and a 2013 

commitment to provide $400,000 for a pilot scheme to build twenty local óChild Aware 

Communitiesô over three yearsô. The Child Aware initiative was couched in the language of 

child safety, but provided little detail as yet on what might characterise a óchild awareô 

community. 

In 2012, the federal Labor Government announced its intention to establish a National 

Childrenôs Commissioner, an initiative long advocated by childrenôs rights organisations in 
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Australia. The following year, Megan Mitchell was appointed to the role. The establishment 

of a National Childrenôs Commissioner can be seen as an important step forward in the 

national policy agenda for children.  

At the Commonwealth level, there has been a focus on the role and importance of 

communities since the late 1990s.  Under the Coalition Government (1996-2007), the 

language of building social capital was central.  Under the Labor Government (2007-13), the 

language of social inclusion dominated.  Each highlighted the importance of strong 

communities. While important policy initiatives relating to children were adopted under each 

government, such as Communities for Children and the National Framework for Protecting 

Australiaôs Children, children have been represented and positioned as benefiting from the 

social capital or social inclusion of adults (particularly their parents).  Very little attention has 

been given to children as active members of their communities. A form of generational 

ordering is clearly apparent in policy initiatives at the federal level, whereby children are to 

be developed, protected and provided for, but are marginalised within mainstream social 

capital or social inclusion building agendas. 

The federal election on 7 September 2013 saw the Coalition returned to government. On  

18 September 2013, the new Government announced the abolition of the Social Inclusion 

Board. At the time of writing, the Coalition Government had not announced its plans in 

relation to community strengthening, social inclusion, and/or social capital. Given the policy 

focus on the importance of fostering a strong, inclusive communities and supporting local 

solutions to local issues for more than a decade, it is likely that the Coalition Government 

will develop a set of policies in this area, ideally with children clearly positioned as active 

members of their communities.   

There have been important initiatives at State and Territory levels, such as the New South 

Wales Parliament Committee reviews of the ómiddle yearsô of childhood (nine to fourteen 

years) in 2006, 2009 and 2010. At State and Territory levels there have also been efforts to 

consult with children on matters relating to community development. Similarly, there are 

examples of local governments consulting with children and young people, particularly on 

matters relating to urban planning.  In 2009, Bendigo was the first city in Australia to be 

recognised by the United Nations as a Child Friendly City, with other local jurisdictions now 

actively seeking to achieve child-friendly status.  
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In several States and Territories, initiatives to promote schools as community facilities have 

been prominent over the past ten to fifteen years. Such initiatives have sought to link schools 

to local communities and to form partnerships between schools and local communities and 

businesses. As an example, there are now forty-eight Schools as Community Centres (SaCC) 

operating across New South Wales, whereby local SaCC facilitators, schools and interagency 

partners collaborate to provide support for children aged between birth and eight years 

(http://www.schools.nsw.edu.au/studentsupport/programs/ecip/schcommcentres/). 

Queenslandôs óParent and Community Engagement Frameworkô identified schools as a 

ñcentral hub of their community.ò The Framework seeks to promote partnerships between 

schools and the wider community, while providing community members with a (somewhat 

unclearly defined) role in school decision-making (Queensland Department of Education, 

Training, and Employment, nd). Such initiatives identify school as central to childrenôs lives, 

development and sense of community. They have also extended the role of schools to include 

community facilitation and promotion of not only educational outcomes for children, but 

broader positive outcomes for children and families (ACT Department of Disability, Housing 

and Community Services, nd; Department of Education and Training, 2005) 

While a detailed overview of developments across state and local jurisdictions is beyond the 

scope of this report, preliminary policy mapping indicates a very large number of policies 

relating broadly to children and community. While policies extend beyond education, school 

is generally represented as the primary site of community for children. Our preliminary 

mapping suggests gaps at state levels ï similar to those at the federal level ï between policies 

for children and mainstream policies focusing on community strengthening. It also suggests 

an absence of policy focus on the issues identified by children in this research as of 

importance to them.  

Far greater and more systematic research is needed of the ways in which policies relating to 

community, social capital and social inclusion across all levels of government in Australia, 

position children. An important contribution of this research is to provide a lens through 

which to analyse those policies, based on the issues that children have identified as important 

in their communities. 
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PART TWO :   FINDINGS 
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The second part of this report focuses on the findings of the research with children. Findings 

are presented in five broad sections, each of which examines in detail what children across 

the six sites said about key dimensions of their communities. Reflecting the community 

jigsaw discussed in section 4 of this report, the broad sections are: relationships, safety, place, 

and resources. This part of the report also discusses what children told us about school and its 

role in their communities. Each section begins with a brief overview of the relevant literature, 

with the aim on examining the extent to which childrenôs views and experiences, as 

illuminated by this research, support or challenge existing understandings. Each section then 

details and analyses what children told us and, finally, provides policy implications arising 

from this research. 

Chapter 7.   Relationships 

 

 

7.1 A brief overview of the literature  

Relationships, usually described as ónetworksô, are central to the social capital literature. 

Indeed, McGonigal et al (2007: 79) correctly observe that despite the significant differences 

in Bourdieu, Coleman and Putnamôs definitions of social capital, all see it as ñintrinsically 

relational.ò They go on to argue that interpersonal and social relationships are ñthe oxygen of 

social capital, providing either a potentially rich environment for growth and change, or a 

limiting contextò (McGonigal, et al, 2007: 80).  Portes (1998: 7) has observed that while 

ñeconomic capital is in peopleôs bank accounts and human capital is inside their heads, social 

capital inheres in the structure of their relationships.ò James Coleman describes social capital 

as inhering ñin the structure of relations between and among actors.ò Coleman sees the 

quality of social capital among adults as crucial to the development of childrenôs human 

capital. Significantly, he also notes the value of social capital whereby adults ólook out forô 

children other than their own (1988: S100). For Coleman, social capital applies in situations 

where people accumulate ócredit slipsô through doing for others, while high levels of 

trustworthiness ensure that obligations of reciprocity are fulfilled. When childrenôs (and 

indeed adultsô) lives are embedded in webs of reciprocity and trustworthiness, they are more 

likely to be bound by particular social norms. The social relationships that result may be 
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supportive and create protective environments for children that, for example, mean it is safe 

for them to move around their communities independently of their parents because other 

adults will look out for them. On the other hand, the resulting social relations may result in 

high levels of surveillance and control, whereby -  in Colemanôs words ï young people are 

kept from óhaving a good timeô. Erikkson et alôs (2010) study of childrenôs experiences of 

social capital in rural Sweden highlights the fine line between supportive communities and 

restrictive social control. 

A good deal of mainstream theorising of social capital and empirical studies have highlighted 

the importance of adult relationships to childrenôs life chances, but have paid little attention 

to childrenôs social networks, with other children and with adults. Leonard (2008) is critical 

of the lack of attention paid to the ways in which children and young people develop their 

own stocks of social capital within theories of social capital. Child-centred studies provide 

important insights into the ways in which relationships structure childrenôs lives in both 

positive and negative ways. Many studies of children and social capital focus on childrenôs 

peer relationships and friendships with other children. For example, Leonard (2008), drawing 

on Bourdieu, explores the ways in which teenagers in Northern Ireland utilise ósub-culturalô 

capital to develop and maintain their own social relationships, independent of adults. Morrow 

(2001), in her study with twelve to fifteen year olds in the United Kingdom, states that 

children often spend more time with friends than with their families, particularly as they get 

older, and suggests that friends are central to childrenôs out-of-school activities. While friends 

feature centrally, particularly in accounts of teenagers and social capital, less attention has 

been paid to intergenerational relations. Erikkson et al (2010) highlight the importance of 

peer friendships, but also draw attention to childrenôs relationships with neighbours and other 

adults within their communities. They observe that close relationships with adults in the 

community can produce both control and safety, often simultaneously. Erikkson et al also 

emphasise the importance of acknowledging childrenôs relationships and family.  

7.2 What children said about relationships in the research 

The children who participated in this research, across sites, indicated that relationships are 

central to a good and supportive community. While children spoke of the high level of 

importance placed on peer friendships, most also considered intergenerational relationships 

important. Family ï parents, siblings and in some cases extended family ï were identified by 

children as central to their lives and communities, and in five sites, the majority of children 
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spoke of the value they place on time with their parents. A significant proportion of children, 

particularly in the less advantaged sites, spoke of wanting more time with their parents, 

raising the question of whether Morrowôs (2001) finding that teenagers spend more time with 

friends than family reflects their preference or is a response to the limited availability of 

parentsô time during middle childhood and the need for children to develop their own, 

separate social networks. Beyond family, children identified neighbours and people living 

close by as important. Significantly, the focus for most children was on the nature and quality 

of relationships ï while caring people make children feel included and supported in their 

communities, rude, hostile or disrespectful people undermine childrenôs sense of community. 

7.3   Family 

The mainstream literature on social capital has tended to locate children within their families, 

with very little consideration of children as contributing to or benefiting from social capital in 

their own right. Similarly, policies aiming to foster social capital and to strengthen 

communities have considered children primarily, often solely, within the family unit; a trend 

that is in line with policy approaches in other English-speaking countries (see Morrow, 

1999). The idea that dominates both the mainstream social capital literature and relevant 

policies can be described as representing the ófamilialisationô of children. Edwards (2002: 

435) argues that children have been subject to familialisation whereby ñthere is an emphasis 

on them being the responsibility of their parents, and on their upbringing and home lives as 

shaping their behaviour and attitudes.ò  Edwards goes on to argue that children are ñlocated 

as supervised sons and daughters in the home, and conceptualised in terms of their familial 

dependency.ò Despite marked theoretical and conceptual differences, Putnam, Coleman and 

Bourdieuôs accounts of social capital familialise children, consequently rendering them 

invisible as social actors. Mason (2004) has argued that the familialisation of children 

ñsubordinates the social visibility of childhood and children so that children exist only as 

minors or dependantsò and as a consequence, ñchildren are not generally recognised as 

recipients of policies.ò Mayall (2000: 250) has challenged those engaged in research, policies 

and services relating to children to critique how the lives of children as a social group fit with 

dominant accounts. In this section, we discuss what children said about families within this 

research.  

Given our emphasis on children as a social group and as individual actors within their 

communities ï and our associated desire to avoid ófamilialisingô children ï it may seem odd 
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to begin the discussion of childrenôs views about the importance of social relationships with 

ófamilyô. Yet there is a crucial distinction between ófamilialisationô, whereby children are not 

considered other than as dependents within the family unit, and acknowledging the 

importance of family in childrenôs lives. In line with Mayallôs (2000) finding of her study 

with nine year old children in London, our research found that family matters a great deal in 

childrenôs lives. While there was some variation across sites, the starting point for most 

children thinking about community was family. When asked what community means during 

an early session at Riverside, C (girl, aged 11) said ñFriends and family are most important.ò 

M (girl , aged 10) added, ñFamily is definitely the best though,ò to the general agreement of 

the group.  

The importance placed on families in discussions of community varied across the sites, but 

generally family was absolutely central to childrenôs sense and experience of community.  

Most children in all the sites described family (and often their home) as the centre of their 

lives. Across all sites, children described a wide range of relationships with their families, 

and in three sites the majority of children had complex family arrangements often resulting 

from parental separation or some form of family breakdown. Even in those instances where 

children described very difficult family situations, they nevertheless identified family as very 

important.  For example, C (boy, aged 10) asked in a one-on-one discussion with an 

interviewer ñDo you think, like, my dad still loves me? Even if he yells and says I'm stupid.ò  

Many children had strong relationships with their parents.  One girl said ñmy mum is like 

really funny. She is like, she just cherishes us, she like, loves us a lot. So she is really nice to 

us and she talks to us a lot and she says óhi daughterô.ò When talking about the place within 

her community that she felt safest, A (girl, aged 9) replied ñIn my mummyôs arms.ò 

At Gardenville, there was less emphasis on family than in other sites, with only a minority of 

children explicitly identifying their family as central to their definition and experience of 

community.  For this minority of children, family was of utmost importance. Several other 

children spoke of their parents and siblings, but not in great detail.  When discussing 

communities in Gardenville, more children drew on abstract notions of community than in 

other sites. It may be pertinent that at Gardenville, most children who participated in the 

research spent the majority of their non-school time in organised activities or lessons (such as 

music, dance or swimming), and had relatively little time to spend with their families. It may 

have also been significant that all but two of the children who participated at Gardenville 
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attended after school care at least some afternoons every week and some also attended before 

school care. This also limited the amount of time spent with their families. 

Across the sites, several children noted that their families can be embarrassing at times, 

particularly in front of friends.  Children participating in the research also observed that 

siblings can be very annoying.  Ultimately, however, children held their families at the centre 

of their lives.  Significantly in terms of social capital theory, childrenôs accounts also 

indicated that families are significant in influencing how children engage with their 

communities and are often a conduit between children and their communities.  

7.3.1 Brothers and sisters 

In five of the six sites ï and for a small minority of children in the sixth site ï brothers and 

sisters were identified as very important, but relationships were often described as 

complicated. As A (girl, aged 8) put it, ñWeôre [my brother and I] always having fights. And 

he can read my mind really well.ò In all sites, children described spending time with brothers 

and sisters and engaging in public spaces together, for example, going to the park or the local 

shop.  G (boy, aged 10, Parksway) described teaming up with his brother, older sister and 

sisterôs friend to busk in a local park with the aim of raising money for charity. G described 

their efforts with great pride and said they had raised ña little bitò already. Spending time 

with brothers and sisters, and having social networks with the friends of siblings, was a 

significant theme at Lakeview, and was raised by some children at other sites. 

In Surfside, approximately one quarter of children who participated in the research said they 

did not engage with their brothers or sisters as much as they would like. Age differences were 

sometimes described as limiting the amount of engagement children had with brothers or 

sisters. For example, N (girl, aged 10) said she does not have a great deal to do with her 

brothers because they are too old. B (girl, aged 10) who had an older sister, said ñI am lonely 

because my sister is busy playing her DS and stuff like that.ò   

In Surfside, Riverside and Longridge, a significant minority of children explained that they 

had little engagement (and in some cases contact) with some siblings as a result of family 

separation. A (boy, aged 10, Longridge) said ñWell I have got three sisters and one brother 

but they donôt really live with me.ò F (girl, aged 10, Surfside) described her situation: ñI have 

two brothers that we donôt really see that much because they are really older.  Like one is like 

24 and one is 19. And we have different mums but the same dads. And they both live up in 
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[another city]...We havenôt seen B, he is 19, we havenôt seen him in like four years. We 

havenôt seen my other brother in one. And they never ring up or anything.ò  

7.3.2 Extended family 

The significance of extended family in childrenôs lives varied considerably, with differences 

across sites as well as between individuals. Children at Longridge were most likely to 

describe having regular engagement with extended family, while extended family was 

important for a significant proportion of children at Parksway and Lakeview. 

In Longridge and Parksway, children described the importance of extended family in times of 

difficulty. For example, in Longridge, several children said that families helped out in times 

of financial hardship, including providing emergency accommodation. A significant minority 

of children in Longridge, most from Pacific Islander backgrounds, described helping or being 

helped by extended family members (aunts, uncles, cousins and more distant relatives) who 

needed a place to stay for a few nights up to several months.  E (girl, aged 12) described often 

having relatives staying with her family, noting at one time eighteen people were living in her 

three-bedroom house. While this very large number was out of the ordinary, having many 

people and a high rate of visitor turnover was not unusual in her home.  While E valued her 

relationship with her immediate and extended family, she found it difficult to find a place of 

her own, or to do her homework, when the number of people in the house became very high. 

In contrast to childrenôs very intimate experience of extended family in Longridge, children 

in Lakeview described getting together with extended family to celebrate important events, 

such as Christmas and birthdays.  

Grandparents were described as significant for some children. In two cases, children 

described living with their grandparents following parental separation. In these two cases, the 

experiences were quite different. One girl described enjoying living with her grandparents, 

and feeling safe, happy and at home with them. A boy explained that he, his father and sister 

had moved into his grandparentsô house after the separation of his parents, describing the 

situation as ñvery difficult.ò  In other cases (two in Longridge and five in Parksway) children 

discussed living with their grandparents as part of the extended family arrangement. One boy 

lived with both his parents and grandparents, and because his parents worked very long 

hours, his grandparents had a more significant presence in his daily life than his parents. His 

grandparents were important to him both practically and emotionally, but as they spoke little 

English and did not have their own social networks beyond the family and immediate cultural 
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community, they found it difficult to understand and support his social life. In contrast, in 

Parksway, a group of twelve year old girls explained that their grandmothers, who lived with 

them, knew one another socially although not always intimately. According to the girls, this 

was important for their own social lives, as parents were more likely to give them permission 

to go to one anotherôs houses when grandmother knew the family and approved.  

Extended family or familial connection overseas was important to some childrenôs 

conceptualisation of community. In nine cases, (one in Riverside, two in Longridge, five in 

Parksway and one in Lakeview) children drew a map or picture of their community overseas 

rather than their local community. In all cases children had relatives living overseas, and four 

of the nine children had been born in the country they described as their most important 

community. In one case, the girl had not visited the country, but felt a close connection 

because her parents were born there and maintained connections with friends and family. 

Across all sites some children said that their extended families lived overseas, and described 

staying in touch via telephone, Skype or Facebook.  While the children who participated in 

this research did not consider social media to be part of their community, several indicated 

that technology is very important in connecting families and communities who are 

geographically separated.  In Parksway, children described visiting the country of their or 

their parentsô birth every few years and having relatives visit Australia regularly. Several 

children felt a very strong connection with their parentsô country of birth, but had not visited 

it themselves.  In some cases children had what might be described as a óromanticô vision of 

their óotherô country, and thought that community would be stronger and happier there than 

their community in Australia. 

7.3.3. Childrenôs contributions to the families 

Childrenôs descriptions of their family lives highlighted the extent to which some children 

contribute to their families. This was particularly so at the disadvantaged sites. 

Childrenôs contributions within their families were commonly shaped by gender, with girls 

far more likely than boys to do (or be expected to do) household chores or care for younger 

siblings. Gender differences were particularly apparent in Parksway. Five older girls aged 11-

12 from Muslim families described being required to do chores at home, while their brothers 

were not expected to contribute. One girl said ñWe [girls] have to wash the dishes, put the 

clothes on the line, fold the undies. My brother, he watches TV or plays with his DS.ò These 
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girls discussed among themselves and with the researcher the prospect that their family 

would change markedly in their late teens, as it was possible that their families would find 

husbands for them from overseas. The girls had seen female relatives follow this path. The 

girls appeared accepting of the prospect, but wanted to make the most of their time as 

children now. They were not happy having to spend their time doing household chores, 

particularly when their brothers avoided such responsibility.  

In a very small number of cases, children played a major caring role within their family. In 

describing her own situation, J (girl, aged 11) reflected the experience of several others: ñI 

don't have much time with my mum.  She goes out, you know, with her friends and to the 

Club.  I look after the little ones, my brother and sister.  I don't have much time for myself 

and I don' see my mum much.  She has her own friends.ò  What was distinct about this girlôs 

situation was the amount of time she spent looking after her younger brother and sister.  Her 

afternoons, evenings and weekends were almost exclusively dedicated to caring for her 

younger siblings, including cooking for them, cleaning and keeping them entertained.  Her 

brother suffered from epilepsy and she felt an enormous weight of responsibility for him.  

She worried that he would take ill while she was looking after him, as had happened in the 

past.  When asked if she liked looking after her little brother and sister, J replied ñWell, no, I 

donôt like it. But I love them, so I do it because I love them.ò J also worked sometimes on the 

weekends in her mothersô boyfriendôs business, which she said she enjoyed. In her poster of 

what she would like her community to look like, J drew a picture of herself on a swing.  She 

explained ñIôd just like to be a child and to play a bit myself ï just sometimes.ò  

While J shouldered a very large responsibility within her family, other children involved in 

the research also assumed responsibilities to varying degrees. M (girl, aged 10) explained that 

since her parents had divorced, her mother had been very sad. M worried a great deal about 

her mother, and tried to spend as much time with her as possible ï she did not feel 

comfortable leaving her mum alone while she was at school and described hurrying home 

each day. M tried to support her mother both emotionally and by doing things to help around 

the house, such as cooking and cleaning.  

N (boy, aged 11) tried to take responsibility for and protect his father by encouraging  him to 

drink alcohol at home, rather than in pubs or other public places. N explained: òI prefer it if 

my dad drinks at home. When he gets drunk, he can get a bit stupid, you know. When he gets 

drunk and heôs home then he can go to sleep and we can put him to bed and know he is OK.  
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When he goes out and gets drunk, he might get stupid and then get into trouble ï you know, 

do stupid things. At home I can look after him and know he is all right.ò 

The situations of J, M and N demonstrate how children not only benefit from social capital 

within their families, but actively contribute to it. Using concepts of bonding and bridging 

capital, each of these children were essential to the intimate family support networks that help 

people to get by. Yet their ability to form social networks outside the family was limited by 

the extent of their responsibilities ï this was particularly the case for the two girls, J and M. 

Each of these children could be described as experiencing some degree of parentification ï M 

and N, primarily emotional parentification and J instrumental and emotional (see Jurkovic 

1997). In preliminary presentations of the findings of this research, one relatively common 

response from professionals, particularly those involved in child protection, is concern that 

these children, and particularly J, are parentified. Several professionals have suggested that 

Jôs situation should be understood as requiring child protection intervention because of the 

extent of parentification involved and the neglect of Jôs own developmental needs. Yet, as 

Jurkovic et al (2001: 256) have pointed out, ñit is important to entertain the possibility that 

parentification, even if embedded in an unjust familial context, has not only deleterious but 

also beneficial effects.ò From a childôs standpoint, the language of parentification and the 

framing of significant (even burdensome) filial responsibility as a child protection issue, 

obscures the complexity of childrenôs lives and renders their contributions problematic rather 

than valuable. J, in particular, would have benefited from forms of support that lessened her 

load, provided her with time to play and develop social networks outside her family, while 

recognising the value she placed on her family, particularly her little brother and sister. When 

framed as a child protection issue, however, the scope for the kinds of support that would 

most benefit J, is severely diminished. Moreover, when children such as J become concerned 

that child protection authorities may step in, the likelihood that they will withdraw further 

and become more isolated, increases.  

7.3.4 Families facilitating connectedness 

Childrenôs families were important to their experience of community. For some children, 

social networks and their sense of trust in their communities were linked to their familyôs 

engagement with the community. Others felt that their own social networks were limited 

because their parents did not actively engage in the community. In Lakeview, several 

children spoke of the ways in which they engaged in networks and relationships within their 



89 

 

community through their parents.  For example, when describing their relationships with 

other people in their community, at least half the children did so in terms of their familyôs 

relationships with other people. In Longridge, as discussed earlier, girlsô social networks with 

friends outside school was facilitated by networks between their grandmothers, which created 

sufficient levels of trust within socially conservative families to allow their daughters to 

socialise with other girls. 

 A significant theme in Gardenville was the need for parents to be a conduit for their 

children's involvement in the community.  This was particularly important because school 

friends were often geographically dispersed, and approximately half the children participating 

in the research indicated that they considered networks within the local communities to be 

important. However, only three children in Gardenville described having strong local 

networks independent of school. Most children felt their parents were detached from the 

community and this impacted on their own ability to be part of the community. K (girl, aged 

10) was aware of a number of community events in her local area, but said her parents didnôt 

like to be part of such activities.  This meant that she was unable to get involved herself, 

although she would have liked to.  K noted ñAt school, as we were talking about groups of 

friends, you don't really need you parents, at school [to help you be part of a community].ò  

Beyond her school, however, K was aware that she needed her parents to facilitate her 

involvement in her local community.  B (girl, aged 10) described a similar experience:  ñI 

donôt really know much about my community because my parents, they donôt like being part 

of the community, they donôt like being involved with it.  And I feel like thatôs a letdown 

with me because I want to be part of the community and know people.ò  

7.3.5 Family and loss 

At Longridge, V (boy, aged 10) defined community as ña place where people live and come 

together and have fun.ò This statement led to a discussion as to whether having fun should be 

defined as a necessary part of a community. There was a general consensus among children 

that a good community should involve fun sometimes, but not always. H (boy, aged 10) said, 

ñitôs when things get really bad that community is really important.ò This concept of 

community as providing support during bad times was reflected in childrenôs discussion of 

family and loss. Across all sites, some children spoke of experiencing grief within their 

families and described the ways in which that grief related to their communities. In some 

cases, communities provided support when families most needed it, for example following 
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the death of a loved one. In others, children spoke of losing their community following 

parental separation.  

For many children, family was the site of loss at the personal level and in terms of 

community. At two sites, children participating in the research had lost sisters to cancer, an 

experience that had profound effects on them, their families and communities. In one case, a 

boy whose sister had died described the ways in which the school and broader community, 

including neighbours and local religious leaders from different faiths, had provided support to 

his family. The ongoing support and comfort provided by his friends was evident during the 

research. While the terrible loss of his sister was deeply personal, and something his family 

struggled to deal with together, the local community had been important in providing support. 

At Longridge, another girl, who was one of ten siblings, spoke of her mother having 

experienced two miscarriages recently, which made her mother cry. Family tragedies, such as 

these, were sometimes difficult for children to talk about, but were experiences these children 

wanted to share as central to their lives. 

A number of children described their sense of loss following family breakdown. In Riverside, 

where over half the children who participated in the research were from families where their 

parents had separated, this was a significant issue. For many children, parental separation 

came with a sense of loss both at the level of the family (that is, the end of the family unit as 

it had been) and in terms of community. At the personal level, childrenôs experience and 

sense of loss was often intense. At Riverside, two children explained that they had no contact 

at all with their mother. B (girl, aged 8) explained that her Dad was often tired and probably 

sad too. She explained that he did not ask her how she felt about not having her mother in her 

life, but told her to toughen up, which caused her considerable distress. For B, her family, 

which now consisted of her father and brother, was of utmost importance and she described 

how much she loved them both, even when they were annoying. However, B also described 

her family as being socially isolated. Her father occasionally went to the pub, but generally 

the family had little contact with others. Bôs social networks were largely limited to school.  

While B and another child at Riverside had lost contact with their mother following parental 

separation, it was more common in Riverside and in other sites, for children to lose contact 

with their fathers. At Riverside, one teacher described the local community as characterised 

by the absence of fathers or father-figures in the lives of many children. She explained that 

many families had neither the time, motivation, nor ï particularly ï the money for sporting 
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and other organised events through which children might come into contact with positive 

male role-models. She, and other teachers, described the school as trying to build a sense of 

community and to find ways of providing a male presence in childrenôs (particularly boysô) 

lives, including through volunteers coming into the school to work with children: 

...the children love the older, more grandfatherly sort of men that come and read to 

them.  Thereôs one chap that comes and he does go-carts with them and car engines 

and things like that and the boys that arenôt really engaged in learning literacy and the 

more formalised work can engage with them on that practical level ï ñOh this is how 

we pull a car apart and put it back togetherò and the boys just think thatôs wonderful.  

Once again I donôt know if thatôs a hands-on thing or itôs also having an older man 

whoôs interested in them teaching them that male stuffé 

The school at Riverside was aware that many families who had experienced separation did 

not have the networks or connections to provide support to children when mothers or fathers 

left. The kind of social isolation that B and her family experienced after the departure of her 

mother, was ï according to both children and teachers involved in this research ï a common 

experience. Some children explained that their parents sometimes drew on their own social 

networks, often centred on the local RSL club or pub. Often, these networks were exclusively 

adult, particularly those that involved involvement in alcohol use or gambling, and intensified 

childrenôs sense of isolation and exclusion. 

While children described often intense personal loss when their families separated, some also 

described a loss of community. When families separated, the loss felt was not necessarily just 

that of family. Loss of community was also significant for a number of children. H (girl, aged 

10) explained that her parents had separated and that she lived mainly with her mother but 

also spent considerable amounts of time with her father. For H, her parentsô separation had 

meant a move to a new neighbourhood and the loss of her existing networks in her old 

community. H said that she did not feel part of the local community at her Dadôs house, but 

did at her Mumôs. Another girl at Riverside, M (aged 10), explained that she and her mother 

had recently moved into her Mumôs boyfriendôs house. M had lost the sense of community 

she had felt in her old community and did not yet feel part of her new community. When M 

talked about community, she emphasised that she was thinking of her old community, where 

she had felt ña part of things.ò  
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 In Surfside, as in Riverside, slightly more than half the children who participated in the 

research lived in families where their parents had separated. Several children at Surfside 

described experiences similar to Hôs at Riverside: life and engagement with their 

communities was determined according to which parent they were with on any given day.  L 

(girl, aged 10) explained ñWell usually when I go to my dad, when itôs Thursday, I have treat 

day.  But we do lots of special things. We go out heaps with my daddy on the weekend. But 

with our mum we usually just stay home and I donôt really like it.ò  L also explained that her 

mum had very little money with which to do fun things. W (boy, aged 9) explained his 

situation as follows, ñThis week I am with my mum.  Next week I am with my dad.  And the 

week after that with my mum and ... itôs a pattern.ò W found it difficult to take part in out of 

school activities because his parents lived some distance apart; as a result, his engagement 

with his community was restricted. 

At Gardenville, only one girl (J, aged 10) lived in a family where parents had separated. 

Interestingly, she described experiences similar to other children who lived across two 

households and communities. J liked being at both her motherôs and fatherôs house, but liked 

her neighbours more at her motherôs house ï although she said she did not know them well.  

At her fatherôs house, she did not know and rarely saw her neighbours. Her parents lived 

several suburbs apart, and J did not feel part of a local community at either house. Y (girl, 

aged 8), also at Gardenville, lived with her father and brother. Her parents were a couple, but 

lived in separate states due to work commitments. Y did not know her neighbours and 

described having no engagement in her local community, although she participated in a 

significant number of extra-curricular activities. Y explained that because her mum lived 

away, her dad was too busy to spend time with neighbours or engage in community activities. 

Moreover, her busy schedule of structured activities allowed little time for anything more. 

7.4 Time with parents 

Given the importance the majority of children placed on family, it is not surprising that many 

children said they wanted more time with their parents. It has been observed that when social 

discourses refer to parents spending more time with their children, the coded meaning is 

mothers spending time with children (Hughes et al, 1991). In this research, children who 

spoke of valuing or wanting more time with their parents were very clear that they meant 

mothers and fathers. Children were also aware that different issues and time burdens 

impacted on their mothers and fathersô time availability.  
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Colemanôs theorising of social capital within the family is relevant here. For Coleman (1988), 

social capital within the family is the nature and intensity of the relationship between parents 

and children and the extent to which parents actively engage with their children. Social 

capital within the family, according to Coleman, is increased by parentsô physical presence 

and the strength of their relationship with their children. While Coleman emphasises the 

effects of social capital within the family on the development of future human capital, the 

children in this research spoke of social capital within the family as important to their lives 

and experiences in the present. The distinction between parents being physically present and 

being engaged in their childrenôs lives was raised by a number of children. In Riverside, 

Longridge, Surfside, and Parksway ï the four less advantaged communities ï the problem of 

not having time with parents despite parents being physically present was significant for 

many children. 

DJ (boy, aged 10) explained that he did not spend as much time with his parents as he would 

like. DJ said ñI think that parents should spend more time playing with their kids and doing 

fun stuff with their kids. Even if they are trying to find a job they should put some time aside 

to spend with the kids. Because otherwise, like if they only have one child, the child would 

get lonely and get bored.  They might even think the parents donôt love them.ò  

Like DJ, other children associated spending time and engaging with parents with love.  For 

example, O (girl, aged 10) described spending a lot of time with her mother, which she 

valued greatly.  O said ñI know my mum loves me because she does stuff with me and my 

brother.ò At Lakeside, spending time with parents was a stronger theme than elsewhere, and 

was central to childrenôs positive experiences of their broader community. M (girl, aged 9) 

drew a picture of things she does in her community and then explained it as follows: ñWell, 

me and S are peeking out the window at Daddy watering our blue flowers.  Iôm about to draw 

Mummy and R coming back from Little Athletics.ò  This comment is typical of the way in 

which the majority of children in Lakeview spoke of time and engagement with parents, 

home and broader community activities as intersecting aspects of their lives. For the majority 

of children in Lakeview, engaging in activities with their parents was a significant theme.  

Activities they enjoyed doing with their parents included bike-riding, having picnics and 

going to the park together.  An example of the way in which children spoke in very positive 

terms of active engagement with their parents, was Tôs (girl, aged 9) description of how her 

father liked to play on the flying fox with her at the local park. In Longridge, the majority of 
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boys played football, and several said their fathers also played. Several boys described 

greatly enjoying the opportunity to play football with both their friends and their fathers.  

According to the children who participated in this research, three factors are central in 

explaining why parents spend less time and engage less with their children than children 

would like: (i) the time parents spend in both paid and unpaid work; (ii) the impact of 

parentsô illness or injury; and (iii) parentsô preference for socialising with adults rather than 

with their children.  

7.4.1 Parents and work 

Children identified a key reason for the limited time they spent with their parents as the 

demands of paid and unpaid work. In many cases, children understood that their parents were 

under considerable pressure and identified this as a problem. Children observed that time 

with their mothers was often limited because their mums had to juggle paid work, household 

chores, and in some cases care for younger children. G (girl, aged 9) said ñMums and dads do 

work and after they work they get busy, they are still busy with their house, like mums. But 

they should like make time like a little bit, like five minutes to spend time with their 

children.ò She went on to say ñI think, actually, that can change,ò describing again how 

parents could make just a few minutes a day for their children. 

N (girl aged 11, Riverside) had four younger sisters when her mother re-partnered and had a 

fifth child. N described the way things changed when her fifth sister was born: ñBefore [baby 

sister] was born my mum, we just went to the park and stuff and it was really, really nice and 

calm.  I want more time with my mum.  But I have five sisters, so thatôs probably never going 

to happen.ò Similarly, M (girl, aged 10) described longing for more time with her mother, but 

said that her mother was too busy with her two younger siblings to spend time with her. We 

do not aim to suggest here that Colemanôs claim that more siblings result in less social capital 

within a family. Indeed, as discussed in the sub-section on brothers and sisters, sibling 

relationships may themselves be an important source of social capital within a family. 

However, this research indicates that parentsô limited time, whether resulting from the need 

to care for other children or from other factors, is a problem.  

Children were far less likely to identify fathersô unpaid work within the household as a major 

reason for the limited time their fathers had to spend with them. Rather, fathersô paid work 

was a focus for children. In particular, in Riverside, Longridge, Surfside, and Parksway, 
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fathersô working either long hours or afternoon and night shift was a significant problem for 

children, as they were rarely home at the same time as their fathers. Several children 

described their fathers as working more than one job, either currently or in the past. Children 

described their fathers, and sometimes mothersô, long working hours as driven by economic 

necessity. D (boy, aged 11, Riverside) described his situation: ñWe only have our Dad and he 

works full time. Seven in the morning to six at night. And we have to get up at 5.25 every 

day. And we go to our Nana's for two hours because he takes a while to get back. So we 

barely see our Dad.ò  In Longridge S (boy, aged 10) lived with both parents, but their long 

working hours limited the time he could spend with them.  Sôs mum worked particularly long 

hours, leaving home at 7.30am and returning at 7pm. S said he very rarely saw his mum. T 

(boy, aged 11) described his situation with regret: ñWhen I first moved here me and my 

parents had a lot of time because they werenôt working and we used to go fishing and have a 

lot of fun. But now they, they work most of the day and I normally never see my Dad.ò T was 

aware that paid employment was essential for his familyôs survival, but he was saddened that 

he no longer had time with his Mum and Dad.  

In Lakeview, children described having considerable amounts of time with their parents, 

which most valued greatly. However, here too, children felt that paid work often intruded on 

family time. K (girl, 9 years) raised this as a major issue, explaining that ñBecause my Dad 

even has to work on Saturdays sometimes, so thatôs actually quite annoying, that they have to 

work, they canôt have more fun with us.  Because itôs just wasting, you canôt have family 

time with your family.ò  K felt that it was very unfair that parents should have to work on 

weekends, as she considered this to be family time.  K went on to say:  

ñSome people get let off work when other people, who have children, canôt get 

let off work - like my Dad.  And some other people at the work, they donôt have 

any children, theyôve got a girlfriend, and they can go home earlier.  And my 

Dad, heôs not one of the bosses or anything, heôs just a worker like everyone 

else, he has to go home late.  Me and my brother have to stay home for a little 

bit and wait for my Dad, because my Dad canôt take time off work.  Same with 

my Mum, because sheôs got a new job, and sheôs a child care worker.ò   

As K made her case that parents should be able to have time with their children rather than 

have to work, the majority of other children were in strong agreement.  Significantly, and 

somewhat unusually, no-one disagreed with Kôs point. 
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It is important to emphasise that we are not arguing that paid work is unimportant to familiesô 

well-being; clearly it is and there is a good deal of evidence to demonstrate the benefits of 

paid employment. The point that is highly significant from a childôs standpoint, is that long 

working hours that intrude on family time, limit the length and nature of childrenôs 

engagement with their parents and this is problematic. From a childôs standpoint, the work-

family balance so often espoused by adults and policy makers as an important principle, is 

not being given adequate priority in reality. The problem is particularly acute in low-income 

working families, where long hours are necessary for basic livelihood. Long working hours, 

or working times that consistently prevent children from seeing their parents, may undermine 

social capital within the family and limit the extent to which children can engage in their 

communities alongside their parents. 

In high-income households, where disposable income may result in a range of both consumer 

goods and fee-for-service activities (such as dancing, horseriding, or music lessons), such 

items were often effective substitutes for parentsô time and engagement.  In Gardenville, the 

majority of children described having very limited time and engagement with their parents. It 

is important to note here that all but two participating children attended after school care, 

which necessarily meant their time outside of the school environment was reduced. The 

majority of the children who participated in Gardenville also engaged in a range of extra-

curricular activities. For example, J (girl, aged 8) described having music, language classes 

and homework club on weekdays before or after school, in addition to attending after school 

care.  On the weekends she had music, dancing and swimming lessons.  Her very busy 

schedule allowed little time with her parents, although she said she liked to relax with her 

parents and brother on Sundays, but was often too tired to do anything at all. J was not the 

only children at Gardenville with a hectic schedule, and several children said they found their 

routines tiring. 

While some children indicated that they would like more time with their parents, the majority 

accepted that their parents needed to work and were required to work long hours.  Several 

children felt they benefitted from their parents work, as they were given a wide range of 

consumer goods and were able to engage in a range of structured out of school activities. 

Interestingly, at Gardenville, most children were aware of the trade-off being made and 

accepted it. Only three children at Gardenville described spending considerable amounts of 

time with their parents, and said they valued it more highly than organised activities or time 

spent using consumer items. In Parksway, a group of year six girls described their fathers as 
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often working long hours. However, these girls described a ópay-offô for them from their 

fathersô work in the form of consumer items. K (girl, aged 11) said her father earns a lot of 

money and buys her whatever she wants. A small number of children in Parksway 

(approximately one quarter of children) described their fathers as earning high incomes. O 

(girl, aged 11) described her fathersô work as follows: ñMy dad spends so much on me.  Iôve 

got a hundred pairs of shoes. He spends likeé because heôs a plumber.  Plumbers get paid so 

much.  He works every day so he gets like a $1,000 every day or something.  Heôs a very 

good worker.ò O considered the trade-off between her fathersô time and the financial benefits 

of his work as worthwhile. Significantly, in low-income sites, children also spoke of the 

consumer items their parentsô provided, recognising these to be benefits of parents paid 

employment (particularly DSs, x-boxes, Wii, and for some girls, clothes). Within childrenôs 

own social groups, particular consumer items were considered important; a source of fun and 

a way to stay entertained, particularly in the absence of people with whom to engage. The 

right form of consumer item was also a form of (sub-)cultural capital for children within their 

own social groups, representing goods that have both material and symbolic value.  

While the majority of children prioritised time and active engagement with their parents over 

other activities or goods, a significant minority recognised that their parentsô long working 

hours gave them access to activities and goods they would not otherwise have had. Some 

children considered this simply to be the norm. Others, recognised a trade-off, but had very 

different views about that trade-off. While some were satisfied with the material benefits they 

received, a significantly larger proportion of children involved in this research, indicated they 

would have preferred more time and engagement with their parents. Significantly, the 

children who described benefitting most substantially from their parentsô income (most 

notably those who participated at Gardenville and a smaller proportion of children at 

Parksway) were also least likely to know their neighbours, described having few social 

networks outside of school, and had limited engagement in their local communities. It 

appears that trading-off time and engagement with parents for consumer goods and fee-based 

activities may undermine social capital within families and childrenôs sense of connectedness 

to their broader communities.  

7.4.2 Parental illness or injury  

A second factor identified by children as impacting on the length and quality of time spent 

with parents was parental illness or injury, particularly among fathers. Taylor and Fraser 
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(2003) have noted that parents on low incomes are more likely to suffer from serious health 

issues. At Surfside, S (boy, aged 9) explained that his dad had a bad back, which was caused 

by a work injury. S said his Dadôs back had been bad ñever since I was born.ò His father had 

undergone surgery when S was in kindergarten, but the pain had not gone. Sôs dad also had a 

knee problem, also described by S as work related, which caused him pain. As a result, Sôs 

Dad rarely felt like playing. S explained that he understood because his Dadôs back and knee 

ñreally do hurt a lot,ò but he wished his dad could ñdo stuffò with him. 

Three children in Parksway described their fathers as having suffered injuries at work, which 

then impacted on their fathersô ability and desire to spend time with them. One boy (G, aged 

10) described his father as having suffered a serious head injury at work. After this, his father 

found it difficult to do anything and was off work for what G described as ña long time.ò 

During that period, Gôs Dad did not want to play or even talk.  G understood why, and did not 

blame his Dad, but was saddened by the turn of events. He was also angry that his father was 

not ñlooked afterò by his employer ï either before the accident in terms of adequate safety 

equipment, or afterwards in terms of compensation. The family had suffered financially 

during his fatherôs convalescence. 

7.4.3 Parentôs preference for socialising with adults rather than with their children  

A significant factor in limiting the time children spend with their parents was some parentsô 

preference for socialising with adults rather than their children. At Riverside, about half the 

children participating in the research said that a major limitation on time with their parents 

was their parentsô busy social life. Children talked about being excluded from their parentsô 

social lives and described how for their parents, going to the local RSL Club (to gamble and 

drink) and drinking alcohol (out, or at home) was the most common form of social activity 

for their parents. The majority of children described their parents ï both fathers and mothers 

ï going out to drink with friends or drinking at home, often to the point of drunkenness.  One 

girl observed that parents ñonly get drunk when they have parties.ò  Others suggested it was 

more regular.  One girl said ñWell, if your mum is single, then they go around.ò  

When parents went out to socialise, children were either left at home alone or taken to the 

óchildrenôs roomô of the local club. Several children described being home alone regularly 

while their parents went out to socialise.  A smaller sub-set described feeling frightened when 

home alone at night.  Spending time in the childrenôs room of the local RSL club was a 

common experience. 
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The children in this research at Riverside who were taken to the club with their parents 

universally hated the óchildrenôs roomô where they were left.  One girl described it as the 

ñholding pen.ò They found the childrenôs room incredibly boring, often crowded, and 

designed for young children.  Moreover, they had no control over who else would be in the 

childrenôs room and often found themselves left with children they did not know or, in some 

cases, like. Children described spending very long periods of time in the childrenôs room, 

despite restrictions whereby children should only be left for three hours with hourly checks 

by parents. It should be recognised that even when restrictions are fully implemented, three 

hours is a long time for a child to be left in a place they do not like and cannot leave. At the 

club in Riverside, like similar clubs across Australia, children are not allowed to walk around 

unattended and, therefore, are stranded in the childrenôs room until their parents return. 

Children at Surfside also described being taken to the childrenôs club at the local RSL club. 

Interestingly, childrenôs views of the club at Surfside were far more mixed than in Riverside. 

J (boy, aged 10) and C (boy, aged 10) both spoke about the childrenôs room at the local RSL 

club. C observed that the RSL club is a place ñfor adults to go have a really nice time and 

make sure, maybe their kids wonôt be bored and they can still be alright and have fun.ò C was 

ambivalent about the childrenôs room. He thought that the idea of a place for children to be 

while their parents enjoyed themselves was a good one, but at times he thought the childrenôs 

room could be boring. Children considered the food at the RSL in Surfside to be quite good 

and saw it as a meeting place for adults. G (girl, aged 9) described the RSL club as follows: 

ñItôs a place ï a club ï where you can go and eat and you can play poker and everything.ò   

The provision of childrenôs rooms in clubs and similar adult-focused venues are often 

presented, particularly in the promotional material of the venues as being child or family-

friendly. Indeed, the nature of gambling and alcohol use in some venues suggests that they 

are not appropriate places for children, and childrenôs rooms have been presented as the 

answer. Venue operators have presented childrenôs rooms as part of their social 

responsibility, and as a preferable alternative to children being left at home alone or in cars. 

This research finds rather than being child-friendly, spaces that segregate children and restrict 

their ability to interact with others beyond a circumscribed age group (usually children aged 

between five and twelve years) are exclusionary spaces. They provide to children a clear 

message that adults prefer to socialise in child-free spaces, and that childrenôs place is on the 

margins of adult-focused spaces. When childrenôs parents or guardians spend considerable 

amounts of time at clubs or similar venues, and children subsequently spend considerable 
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amounts of time in childrenôs rooms, children are disconnected from their social worlds and 

restricted to artificially constructed spaces designed to occupy them while adults socialise. 

The kinds of social relationships that children value, including relationships across age 

categories, are not able to develop. The underlying issue is not the childrenôs rooms per se, or 

individual parentsô use of them, but the nature of the structuring of social relationships that 

exclude children. óChildrenôs roomsô are symptomatic of a social world in which children are 

managed rather than included.  

While parentsô socialising patterns were identified by children in Riverside as a major reason 

for their limited time together, similar issues were raised by some children at other sites and 

were strongest in Riverside, Longridge, Surfside and Parksway. N (boy, aged 9) said ñWhat I 

think is like kids should be involved in more stuff. Because lots of stuff is just for adults and 

then kids canôt really do it.ò Some children indicated that even when their parents were home, 

they preferred not to engage with their children. For example, K (girl, aged 10, Surfside) said 

she would like it if her parents played with her but added ñThey are too busy. They are too 

busy watching The Bold and The Beautiful.ò   

H (boy aged 9, Parksway) said that instead of going out to socialise with other adults, parents 

could play a game with their children.  He suggested that each person in the family could 

choose a game and play it together.  H argued that this would have many benefits: it would be 

fun, families would spend time together ójust playingô, and it would be less expensive than 

going out. H, like many children participating in this research, observed that the family time 

he longed for was a rarity. 

7.5 Friends 

Across all sites, children who participated in the research identified friends as very important 

to community. When defining community, children spoke of the importance of inclusive and 

supportive friendships, and friendsô houses often featured prominently on childrenôs maps of 

their communities. School was the most significant source of friendships for children in all 

sites, although across all sites children described having friends from outside of school, 

which they considered important. The extent to which children could engage with their 

friends depended on where their friends lived or the preparedness and ability of parents to 

facilitate visits and play dates.  When friends lived close by, engagement outside of school 

often depended on whether children were allowed to move around their neighbourhood 

independently and felt safe in doing so. At Lakeview and Surfside, children were more likely 
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than at other sites to visit their friends regularly outside of school. In Longridge, in particular, 

children described their cousins as their primary friendship group outside of school. At 

Longridge and, to a lesser extent, Surfside, church provided children with an important 

source of friendships. O, (girl, aged 10) described her friends from ókidsô churchô as a very 

important part of her community. O explained that her family goes to church every Sunday, 

where ñwe get to do lots of craft and we have got lots of friends.ò O also said that she, her 

sister and father often visited their church friendsô houses and received regular visits to their 

own home. 

Having other children living close by was described by the vast majority of children as a very 

good thing. K (girl, aged 10) said ñThe street is like a community. Whenever we [K and her 

brother] get bored we can go outside and then we find somebody to play with because we 

know just about everyone in the street.ò When friends lived within close proximity to one 

another, they tended to describe a shared experience of community. 

Significantly, neighbours were commonly described as friends in Lakeview.  Child 

neighbours were considered important and valued as playmates, but children also described 

adult neighbours as friends.  For example: ñWell, I make friends with them [neighbours], and 

my family makes friends with them too, and then we talk to them together.ò While this was a 

strong theme in Lakeview, a similar view was expressed by a smaller number of children 

(about one quarter) in Surfside. 

Friends of the same or similar age were described across all sites as essential to a good 

community. Friendships both at school and outside school are considered important by 

children. Significantly, while children described the importance of child friends, adult friends 

ï or intergenerational friendships ï appear to strengthen childrenôs sense of community. 

7.6 Good neighbours 

Neighbours were central to childrenôs experience of their immediate, local community; in 

both positive and negative ways. While childrenôs relationships with their neighbours varied 

considerably within sites, the importance of neighbours was a broadly identifiable theme in 

each site.  

Children at Lakeview were most likely to know their neighbours and to have positive 

relationships with them. All but one child in Lakeview knew at least one of their neighbours.  

The girl who did not know any neighbours had recently moved into the street.  She said ñNo, 
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I donôt know anyone in my street.  I really want to know them.ò The majority of children 

knew several neighbours and a significant proportion described knowing their neighbours 

well.  

Social interaction and reciprocity were important dimensions of interactions between 

children, their families and neighbours in Lakeview.  A (girl, aged 11) said ñI think 

neighbours are important in our community, because it would be pretty boring if you were 

just sitting in a house with no one around.  And I like my neighbours because they have a 

little daughter named M who is very cute.  And our neighbour, she always like gives us 

cupcakes, and they give us seeds to plant in our veggie garden, itôs really cool.ò  L (boy, aged 

9) spoke of neighbourly exchange: ñI think neighbours are really important in the community, 

because like, my neighbours, we both have a veggie patch, and sometimes we give them 

some food that they donôt have in their patch, and they give us some of their food.ò  K (girl , 

aged 9), described a similar relationship between her family and her neighbours: ñYeah, 

every year in spring our cherry tree grows, and we always give a bag of cherries to our 

neighbours.ò 

While the majority of children described their adult neighbours as an important part of their 

community and, in some cases, as friends, child neighbours were considered very important.  

T (girl, aged 9) said ñThey [neighbours] are very important because, well, because sometimes 

if youôre not very entertained at your house or something, and my neighbours, they have two 

little kids, and they always keep me entertained, even though sometimes they get a bit 

annoying.ò 

At Lakeville, relationships with neighbours gave children a strong sense of social 

connectedness and safety. All children at Lakeville described generally feeling quite safe or 

very safe in their local community, primarily because they knew people living in the area and 

could rely on them if they needed help or experienced a problem. In Colemanôs terms, there 

was ósomeone looking out for them.ô 

At Gardenville, most children did not know their neighbours. A small number of children 

(three) described knowing their neighbours very well and socialising with them.  These 

children talked of both friendship and reciprocity with neighbours as very important to their 

sense of community.  One girl explained that her neighbours remembered her birthday each 

year and other important dates, which they celebrated together.  This girl described her adult 

neighbours as her friends and said she knew almost everyone in her street.  When asked 
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whether she had ever been into her neighboursô houses, she replied ñYeah. Of course.  We 

pop by to say hello or to have a cup of tea.  Or to play with the dogs.  We always visit for 

Christmas and birthdays.  And sometimes we give our neighbours home-made jam.  They 

give us things too.ò  She described getting together for a street Christmas party each year.  

Another girl described playing with her child neighbours next door and across the road.  Her 

next door neighbours sometimes gave her family honey from their bees.  However, this close 

sense of connectedness to neighbours was not the majority experience at Gardenville. K (9 

years) said óMy Mum and Dad know one of my neighbours.  But I donôt really know them, 

and then I donôt really know my other neighbours.  But Iôve seen my other neighbours.ô MM 

(10 years) said óWe live on a busy street. I know this sounds weird but we live so close to 

these busy areas, our community doesn't really get together much.ô 

Three children had recently moved into Gardenville (one from interstate and two from other 

parts of the city), and all three spoke nostalgically of their previous communities, referring to 

community in the geographic sense. They described feeling a stronger sense of community in 

their former locations where they indicated that they had known more people and that they 

had found it hard to get to know their neighbours in their new area.  They indicated that their 

parents did not know their new neighbours either. Lack of time was a significant factor in 

children, and their families, not knowing their neighbours.  One girl, J (aged 8), described 

moving to her house the previous year.  She described her neighbours as really nice because 

they had come to her house to welcome her family to the neighbourhood.  Her neighbours 

had invited her family over, but her father had said they were too busy unpacking.  J said that 

her parents had not taken up their neighbourôs invitation to visit because they had too much 

work to do. 

At Gardenville, the majority of childrenôs experience with their neighbours was one of 

unfamiliarity and disconnectedness. Using Bourdieuôs conceptualisation of social capital, 

most children at Garedenville could be described as having high levels of economic capital 

(financial assets) and cultural capital. Most childrenôs parentsô were in well-paid professional 

occupations and parentsô social connections through membership of dominant social and 

professional groups provided potential assets on which their children could draw, currently or 

in the future. In this sense, children at Gardenville could be described as having relatively 

high ï or perhaps more accurately, valuable ï levels of social capital.  If social capital is 

defined as social networks, connectedness to community, and patterns of reciprocity, as 
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Putnam directs us, the level of social capital available to children at Gardenville was 

relatively low.  

In Riverside, Longridge, Parksway and Surfside, children described mixed experiences and 

some children described very positive relationships with their neighbours. L (girl aged 11, 

Longridge), for example, described her next door neighbour as very important to her and her 

family.  The neighbour, an older lady, baked muffins for L and her sisters. In return L and her 

family watched out for their elderly neighbour and played board games with her. T (girl, aged 

10, Longridge) explained, ñI know all the grown-ups in my community because I play with 

all their younger children.ò In Parksway, two children spoke in very positive terms about 

neighbours. M (boy, aged 8) said his neighbours helped his family by providing food and J 

(boy, aged 10) said he knows his neighbours and says ñhi,ò which made him feel safe when 

he moved around his community because he knew people. These interactions and examples 

of reciprocity can be categorised as bonding social capital, which helps people to get by on a 

daily basis. Bonding social capital appears to be particularly important to children when it 

helps to build a sense of community. The interactions with neighbours described by children 

in five of the six sites, and particularly in Lakeview, contributes significantly to community 

as defined in this research; that is óa social space within which people are personally 

connected and known to one another. Within this social space, people provide friendship and 

support to one another and work towards common goalsé.ô (see Section 4.1 of this report for 

a detailed discussion of this definition). 

However, children across all sites described negative experiences with neighbours, ranging 

from inconsiderate behaviour to violent encounters. Children in Riverside, Longridge, 

Surfside and Parksway were far more likely to describe such negative experiences.  A 

number of children across these four sites described negative experiences as occurring 

frequently. J (girl, aged 10) described her interactions with her next door neighbour as 

difficult.  When J and her friends were playing, the neighbour called them names and was 

ñvery mean.ò  J emphasised the fact that this name-calling neighbour was an adult, not 

another child.  R (girl, aged 11) also described a difficult family living in her street.  The 

children of the family had punched her on several occasions and broke her younger sisterôs 

eye-glasses.  R was scared of this family and tried her best to avoid them, which was not easy 

as their house was located along her path to school.   
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Several children across Riverside, Longridge, Surfside and Parksway lived in streets where 

neighbours behaved violently or in ways children considered to be weird or worrying.  For 

example, A (girl, aged 11) said ñI live next door to this guy who is a bit crazy.  He always 

yells at his mum who ... because he has been to jail and he is divorced now and he lives with 

his mum next door. And his mum kept telling him to get a job but he was screaming and 

swearing all the time, he was bashing everything, throwing glass around.ò  Z (girl, aged 10) 

described the difficult situation she faced in her street: ñThere is these people up in the units 

up the road and ... they always fight all the time.  They wake me up in the morning swearing 

and everything. And I think ... I donôt know.  They just always fight.ò Several children 

described police coming and going in their street, in order to deal with situations (often 

relating to violence, alcohol or drugs). At Riverside, Longridge, Parksway and Surfside, some 

children had experienced very noisy neighbours who played loud music late into the night 

and prevented them from getting to sleep. At each site, some had witnessed people who lived 

in the immediate vicinity engage in alcohol fuelled violence, aggression, or anti-social 

behaviour such as yelling and swearing, breaking bottles and vomiting.  

Not surprisingly, when neighbours were violent, inconsiderate or unkind, children generally 

described feeling unsafe in their street. This resulted in a generalised lack of trust in people 

living nearby, unless they were known to be ósafeô. Childrenôs views of neighbours they did 

not know were very different in Lakeview compared to Riverside, Longridge, Parksway and 

Surfside. While children in Lakeview knew their existing neighbours, there was also a strong 

consensus that if a new neighbour moved into the community, that person or family should be 

greeted and made to feel welcome. As J (boy, aged 10) put it, ñWell, if a new neighbour 

moves in, you just go and introduce yourself. Go and say hello.ò In contrast, at other sites 

many children were suspicious of neighbours they did not know.  Childrenôs lack of trust in 

new or unfamiliar neighbours in Riverside, Longridge, Parksway and Surfside was typified 

by the comment: ñIf you donôt know them, they might do something bad to you or something, 

like you never know.ò   

7.7 Caring people 

People and relationships were at the heart of childrenôs conceptualisation of community. As 

discussed here, people with whom children have the most intimate relationships ï family, 

friends and sometimes neighbours ï are central to childrenôs definition and experience of 

their communities. While children identify the people who are óclosestô to them as occupying 
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the most important place in their lives and communities, this research suggests that more 

distant people are also important. Across all sites, children described in positive terms people 

who help out and support a community. At some sites, and for some children, it was, 

however, difficult to clearly identify such people within their own communities.  

Caring and supportive people were often central in creating a sense of inclusion for children. 

In some cases, individuals made a significant difference. For example, at Riverside, the 

library was identified by most children involved in the research as a good and safe place to 

go.  Indeed, the library was one of the few places consistently described by children in 

positive terms.  The library had become a gathering place for children after school as a result 

of the efforts of the head librarian.  He had gone to considerable lengths to make children 

welcome and to offer a range of activities beyond reading and borrowing books.  The library 

offered computer access, which was of great interest to most children, and an opportunity to 

play Wii and other games every second Friday afternoon. The librarian noted that he would 

have liked to offer the games evening every Friday, but had insufficient resources available to 

do so. 

The librarian explained that he had established these activities because he was aware that 

many children had nothing to do after school and were often at home alone or wandering the 

streets alone.  He proactively set out to create a space where children would feel welcome 

and safe, and have fun. He described setting clear rules about behaviour in the library 

premises and made it clear that bad behaviour, aggression and bullying were not acceptable. 

He also told teenagers they were welcome individually or in groups, but could not use the 

library for ógangô meetings or behave in ways that intimidated others.  This enabled the 

younger children to feel safe in the library.  The librarian was careful to structure activities, 

particularly the use of the Wii, so that girls as well as boys would feel comfortable 

participating. On Friday evenings when the Wii games were available to children, the 

librarian ensured that both he and a female staff member were available. Moreover, the 

double doors to the games room were opened on Fridays, so that other library patrons ï both 

child and adult ï could see what was happening and join in or watch if they wished.  

The librarian had also set up informal ways of engaging with children and young people who 

used the library: 

 The other thing is to have the flexibility with youth.  A lot of people walk in with 

structured programs and the children have got to turn up to training or theyôve got to 
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turn up to this at this time and do it this way ï it just doesnôt work.  So informality 

within a framework is needed. So here they can draw on the whiteboard and actually 

they start drawing things up and we talk about that and they draw up characters I donôt 

know and we joke about it....Writing on a whiteboard at school is a no no, here they 

can. I didnôt realise how much they like writing on a whiteboard. 

The librarian at Riverside provides a powerful example of how a caring and engaged 

individual can contribute to childrenôs sense of being part of the community. At the library, 

children were included, welcomed and valued ï rather than seen as causing problems by 

óhanging outô.  Significantly, a number of the children at Riverside spoke positively not only 

about the librarians but also about the security guard, whom several knew by name.  The 

security guard was considered to be nice and always available to help out.  If there was a 

problem at the library ï ranging from being unable to log-on to the computer to being bullied 

or harassed ï children said they could go to the security guard.  Clearly, his role was not one 

of enforcement and exclusion, but creating ósecurityô in a more positive and inclusive sense. 

The informality of some activities (such as whiteboard drawing) gave children the 

opportunity to get to know library staff, creating broader social networks. The library was a 

place to be, as well as a place to access information and material resources (such as books, 

computers and games) that would not otherwise be available to many of them. The library 

could well be described, using Woolcock and Narayanôs description, as facilitating bridging 

social capital. That the libraryôs activities were informal appears to have been considered a 

great strength by children but it did present some resource and funding challenges for the 

library itself, as it struggled to provide a range of óout-of-the-ordinary,ô highly valued and 

valuable activities.    

Children at Riverside identified another example of someone who is important in the 

community: a community worker. This worker provided school breakfast once a week, and 

Sunday breakfast in a low-cost housing estate. However, many children at Riverside found it 

difficult to identify people in the community who would help them if needed. Most children 

viewed people outside their immediate, known networks with considerable suspicion. 

In other sites, most children were able to identify people who would provide help if needed. 

Those people were often part of existing, familiar networks; for example, at Longridge most 

children had extended family or neighbours to whom they felt they could turn if necessary.   

As in Riverside, however, children in Longridge also viewed strangers with suspicion. In the 

absence of informal networks of ócaring peopleô, several children described more formal 

networks as important.  For example, at Longridge, one boy discussed a community centre 
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close to the park where he played.  He explained ñI go there if I ever get injured. And they 

always have a first-aid kit and they help me and they just put on band aids.ò  Other children 

referred to the same community centre as a place they could go if they needed anything 

(particularly band-aids). The Police-Citizen Youth Clubs (PCYC) was also an important 

presence in the lives of many children, offering a range of affordable activities, particularly 

boxing and gymnastics. Several children described the people at the PCYC as really nice and 

very much part of their community.   

At Lakeside, the presence of caring people in the community was also identified as important 

by children. There, however, children spoke rather differently ï and far more positively ï 

about caring people in their own community. While caring people were identified by children 

in all sites as important to a community, it was often in abstract terms: a vision for a strong 

supportive society, rather than being based on their experience. In Lakeside, several children 

spoke of the importance of being friendly to people in your community, even if you do not 

know them well. A significant difference between Lakeside and other sites was that most 

children felt that their community was generally caring and supportive, and were able to 

describe many examples of positive encounters with people in their community.  Aôs (girl 

aged 10) description of her interactions with a man living close by her house demonstrates 

this, óEvery time I walk to school I meet this man, he always says hello to us when we go to 

school.  Every time he drives past, even today, he was driving out his driveway, and he 

always lets us pat his dog, because his dog loves us, and goes round and licks us.  But today I 

was going up to talk and he had a trailer and he said hello and the dog started barking and 

everything.  And when weôre coming home [from school] sometimes weôre allowed in his 

house and he lets us sit down for a little while and have a little drink and everything.ò  A 

went on to explain that she feels she knows this man quite well and likes having someone 

nice like this in her neighbourhood. 

S (girl, aged 10) shared her experience of nice, friendly people in Lakeview: ñThis lady, she 

lives a bit further down the street.  Sometimes she beeps the horn and I always say hello.  

And every single time I walk to school, sheôs always out there, and I always pat her dog 

before I leave for school.ò  Another girl spoke of being thanked by a lady for her actions: 

ñOne of my neighbours, sheôs not really my neighbour, she lives down the road from me, her 

dog keeps on getting out, and her dog has cancer, so sheôs really worried about it.  And I 

found the dog so I took it back, and she invited me in, she gave me a box of chocolates for 

finding her.ò In Lakeview, children placed great value on these informal connections with 



109 

 

people in their community who seemed caring, kind and friendly. Essentially, children 

described feeling included as a result. At other sites, fewer children described having such 

experiences and a significant proportion described regular encounters with people who were 

quite hostile.  

Interestingly, teachers generally were not a major theme in childrenôs discussions and there 

was some ambivalence among most of the children who participated in this research as to 

whether or not teachers were part of their community. Children generally recognised the 

importance of teachers in their lives ï and to their futures ï but had different views as to 

whether they should be considered community members.  B (girl, aged 10) described the 

children at school as part of her community, but said ñthe teachers are more like workers 

here.ò  This reflected the view of some children across all sites, who observed that most 

teachers leave the area at the end of their working day, and so are not part of the community. 

In contrast, S (boy, aged 9) had a different perspective ñTeachers are part of our community, 

and they teach us how to be a part of that community by learning maths, so we could be a 

shopkeeper, or they teach us how to build stuff from blocks so we could be a builder.ò There 

was consensus among children across sites, however, that it is important for teachers to be 

kind and caring, and to listen to and understand children. Moreover, while there was some 

disagreement about the status of teachers, the majority of children identified a small number 

of teachers they considered to be part of their community (regardless of whether they lived in 

the area) because they were kind, caring and supportive. These teachers were identified by 

children as very important to their lives and their experience at school. 

7.7.1 Rude, disrespectful or aggressive people 

While caring people were important to childrenôs experience of community in a positive 

sense, rude, disrespectful or aggressive people created for children a sense of unease, and 

sometimes fear, within their communities. Moreover, rude, disrespectful and aggressive 

behaviour, which some children described experiencing regularly, left children with a sense 

of being excluded from, or not valued within their community. Such behaviour also made 

them fearful. 

At Riverside, children chose to focus intensely on issues of child-adult relationships during 

one group discussion. While the children who participated in this discussion described 

positive relationships and interactions with caring people, all described incidents whereby 

strangers or people with whom they had a passing acquaintance (ie: shopkeepers or bus 
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drivers) as treating them with disrespect. The children said that children in middle childhood 

are more likely to be treated rudely by adults.  Their reasons for this claim give us some 

important insights into the generationally ordered position of childhood. Children said that by 

the age of nine or ten many children are beginning to have some level of independent 

mobility, for example, catching the school bus, walking to the park, going to the local shop, 

or riding their bike or scooter in local streets.  As a result, they are beginning to come into 

contact with adults beyond their immediate circle. During the discussion, children observed 

that many adults are nicer to very little children, whom they consider to be cute. Interestingly, 

the children said that many adults are not rude to teenagers, because teenagers are likely to 

óanswer backô. Children between the early, ócuteô years and adolescence were most likely to 

be the target of adult frustration, aggression and rudeness. 

Across all sites, children described having experienced some rude, disrespectful or aggressive 

behaviour from unfamiliar adults. As discussed in the section on ósafetyô, such encounters 

often made children feel extremely vulnerable and unsafe. The analysis of the children at 

Riverside was echoed, although not so explicitly, by children at other sites.  

While, not surprisingly, children disliked being the target of rude, disrespectful and 

aggressive behaviour themselves, they were also deeply concerned about their friends and 

family being subjected to such behaviour. For example, G (boy, aged 10, Longridge) said a 

man living in the same housing complex as him always gave Gôs mother rude finger gestures 

when he drove past. G found the manôs behaviour both perplexing and inappropriate. He 

described feeling worried about why the man behaved in this way, and also feeling very upset 

that his mother was treated in such a disrespectful manner. It was difficult for G to feel 

positively about the community in which he lived when his mother was regularly subjected to 

such rudeness. 

7.8 Being listened to 

Being listened to and having oneôs view treated with 

respect was an important dimension of relationships for 

the vast majority of children who participated in this 

research across all sites, and was a particularly strong 

theme in Parksway. GC (boy, aged 10) said ñI think give 

kids a voice, um ... because kids donôt get to really say anything these days.  Itôs all about the 

adults and what they want to say but how, how do you know what the kids want?  Because 
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you are not them and they might change it every day.  So how are you meant to know what 

they want?ò Along similar lines, A (girl, aged 10) said ñThey should give kids a try and kids 

are as intelligent as adults.  Kids could make a difference to the community as well as adults.  

Give kids a chance and adults start listening to kids.  Thatôs it.ò While children across all sites 

felt that their views on some issues were dismissed on a regular basis, children in Parksway 

felt they were very rarely listened to.  

In some cases, children pointed out that their views were 

not listened to in their communities or at home. In sum, 

they were never listened to. At Riverside, M (girl, aged 

10) said ñMy parents don't even listen to me and my 

sister.  We literally have to talk to each other about our 

problems.  Like...hello!ò  One boy said ñI just want him 

[father] to care about me. I want him to listen.ò 

At Longridge and Surfside, children spoke of the 

importance of people within communities and families 

listening to one another regardless of age. In Longridge, 

several children said that adults rarely listened to children. H (boy, aged 11) attributed this to 

the fact that ñthere are nearly always more adults than kids in communities, so maybe adults 

wouldnôt be very interested.ò  The majority of children thought that children were not 

consulted when decisions were being made within their community. 

At Longridge, one group of children suggested that the problem of not listening to others is 

complex. N (boy, aged 11) explained ñSometimes the children want the adults to listen to 

them but at the same time the adults want the children to listen to them. So ... my family we 

have to like ... we have to listen to our parents first and then they listen to us.ò  He said this 

worked very well.  Other children agreed that this was a good approach.  J (girl, aged 11) 

responded ñYeah so itôs not just about adults listening to kids but itôs about people listening 

to each other.ò These children spoke of the need for respect and courtesy when dealing with 

other people, regardless of age. They considered listening, taking seriously and respecting the 

views of others as an important aspect of good social relationships and a good community. 

Significantly, they emphasised that it was not necessary to agree with everyone, but to listen 

and discuss issues in a respectful way. 
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While there were many issues on which children wanted to have their views heard, the 

majority of children identified smoking as an issue on which adults should listen to them ï 

and reason with them. At all sites children were extremely negative about smoking. Adult 

smoking intersected with child-adult relationships and the sense of not being listened to, in 

two important ways.  First, children were aware of and highly concerned about the negative 

health consequences of smoking. In particular, children worried about the impact of smoking 

on the health of their parents, grandparents or other loved ones. At Lakeview, A (girl, aged 

10) explained with great sadness that her grandfather had died from lung cancer. She wanted 

people to understand the seriousness of smoking on their health and to stop. Children knew of 

the health dangers of smoking and have been exposed to public health messages at school ï 

they wanted adults (particularly those they loved) to listen to their concerns. Second, a 

significant proportion of children considered smoking to be an example of adult hypocrisy, 

whereby adults engaged in an activity they knew to be unhealthy while telling children to 

behave in certain ways. Children were also perplexed that adults would smoke around the 

children they claimed to love, despite knowing that passive smoking can damage a childôs 

health. Again, this was an issue that many children felt they could not discuss with adults 

who did smoke. While smoking in itself was something that worried many children, it is also 

an example of an issue on which children wanted to have a say, but were prevented from 

doing so. 

7.9 Get-togethers 

In Riverside, local community groups were actively involved in organising community get-

togethers. These fun days were alcohol-free and involved amusement park style rides, food 

stalls, and entertainment from local groups. One community group, run entirely by local 

volunteers, surveyed young people in the area in an endeavour to find out what kinds of 

activities they would like to see at the fun days. Additionally, this group actively involved 

adolescents in organising the events. Community organisations also arranged an ANZAC 

Day march and associated activities, as well as celebrations to commemorate the settlement 

of Riverside. The local school was active in organising community gatherings, such as talent 

nights. It is notable that children in Riverside felt least safe and had fewest social networks of 

all the sites. The various get-togethers held in the area were an explicit attempt to bring 

together people struggling with poverty, unemployment, alcohol and drug issues, and family 

and social violence. The get-togethers focused on families, and aimed to be very inclusive of 
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children. The children at Riverside loved these gatherings. They considered them to be one of 

the few examples of a positive community experience in their area.  

In other areas, community gatherings ï generally formally organised by the local council or a 

community-focused agency ï were held from time to time. Children generally spoke very 

positively about these events, which gave them a sense of engagement with their community. 

Several children indicated that they would value having more such events. 

In Gardenville and Lakeview, children spoke about informal ï rather than formally organised 

ï community gatherings. While in Gardenville only three children described being involved 

in regular, informal community gatherings, each considered them a very positive aspect of 

their community. M (girl, aged 10), whose street held a Christmas party every year, said ñIn a 

community especially in a street or a suburb, you can actually set up fun things for each 

other.  You might have a street Christmas party where you all come down and have fun, or 

you might invite people over to your house or just have some gatherings outside.ò  M said her 

street did such things and considered them important to making people feel part of the 

community.  She emphasised how much fun they were. K (girl, aged 10) said that in her 

previous community (a semi-rural estate on the periphery of the city) there were Halloween 

parties, which she described as fun and important for bringing people together.  K had moved 

into a built up area in the centre of the city.  She felt there was a weaker sense of community 

in her new area and missed the sense of community she had felt in her old area. 

In Lakeview, the kinds of informal celebrations described above by M were more common 

than in other sites. The local council in Lakeview also organised formal community 

celebrations in a large park by the edge of the lake once or twice a year. Children considered 

both the informal and the more formal get-togethers important in connecting people and 

fostering a sense of community.  

7.10 Summarising what children told us about relationships 

Children told us that relationships are at the very heart of community. The kinds of 

relationships children experience fundamentally shape their sense of belonging and trust.  

Children described a community as composed of rings of relationships, presented graphically 

in Figure 2. When a child is surrounded by thick and supportive rings of relationships, his or 

her sense of community is stronger and more positive. The closer the ring to the child, the 
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more intimate the relationships.  While the inner ring of relationships is most important, each 

ring makes a significant contribution to childrenôs experience of community. 

Figure 2: Rings of relationships 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The inner ring is created by family, who provide the most intimate, and for many children the 

most significant, relationships. For children, family is at the centre of community and is 

important to most children, even when the nature of those relationships is difficult. Family, 

and particularly parents, act as a potential conduit for childrenôs engagement with the broader 

community. When parents are disengaged from the community, it is more difficult for 

children to engage, largely due to the nature of social relationships and generational ordering.  

Children told us that time with family, and particularly parents, is important. A significant 

number of children expressed the desire to have more time with their parents and identified 

three key factors that prevent them from doing so: the amount of time and energy parents 

must or choose to spend at work; parentsô illness or injury, which was often work-related in 

the disadvantaged sites; and parentsô preference for socialising with adults rather than their 

children.  

For the children in this research, familial relationships are not necessarily marked by 

childrenôs dependency. Children described the sense of responsibility they feel for their 

families and the contribution they make.  
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The second ring of relationships is made up of friends of a similar age, who are essential 

members of a childôs community. While friendships are often formed and maintained at 

school, children also identify out-of-school friendships as important to their sense of 

community. The third ring of relationships is composed of neighbours, teachers and other 

familiar people who contribute to a positive community environment. While the third ring 

can consist of children, teenagers and adults, caring and supportive adults are particularly 

important in breaking down negative dimensions of generational ordering and creating an 

environment within which children feel included and respected. As the children described it, 

cross-generational relations have intrinsic value as well as instrumental value in promoting a 

sense of belonging and safety. 

The outer ring of relationships is composed of people within the community with whom 

children have passing contact and little or no familiarity. Examples of people in this ring of 

relationships are shopkeepers and bus drivers. The nature of casual interactions with such 

people makes a difference to childrenôs sense of inclusion and connectedness. The majority 

of children had experienced interactions with adults in their communities that were 

characterised by rudeness, disrespect or dismissal on the part of the adult. Children in more 

disadvantaged sites were more likely to experience negative interactions. From a childôs 

standpoint, respect, kindness and civility in relations makes a significance difference to a 

sense of inclusion and belonging. Childrenôs sense of thin trust is fostered by positive and 

caring relationships.  Community get-togethers, both formal and informal, are an important 

way of reinforcing relationships across the rings and fostering a sense of community.  

The deeper and wider each ring of the relationship, the more supportive a community is for 

children. A child-inclusive community is characterised by positive, caring and respectful 

relationships within each ring.  

For the children in this research, good communities are characterised by people listening to 

one another regardless of age. Children generally felt that their views were not always 

listened to within their communities, and children at the disadvantaged sites were more likely 

to feel that their views were dismissed or ignored.  
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7.11    Policy implications relating to relationships 

Policy Implication 1 

Labour market policies, including workforce participation requirements placed upon parents 

(such as those implemented through Centrelink), should take serious account of the centrality 

of time spent with parents to childrenôs sense of community.  

1.1. In particular, Centrelink participation requirements should be eased to take 

account of parentsô caring role and the importance of time spent with children 

not only in the early years but also in middle childhood. 

Policy Implication 2 

Planning and design processes should take greater account of creating entertainment and 

recreation spaces that are genuinely child-inclusive. 

2.1. Clubs and similar venues should redesign óchildrenôs roomsô so that they are 

supportive and inclusive places, rather than exclusionary places, for children. 

Such redesign should be based on serious, meaningful and independent 

consultation with children. 

2.2. Clubs and similar venues should promote and adhere to limits on the length of 

time parents are permitted to leave children in óchildrenôs roomsô. 

Policy Implication 3 

Broad-based community events should be supported with particular attention paid to making 

them inclusive of children. Such events should be alcohol-free or severely restrict the amount 

of alcohol available.   

Policy Implication 4 

Government and non-government agencies should promote local, place-based initiatives 

designed to create familiarity between neighbours, including children. 

Policy Implication 5 

Measures and indicators of social inclusion, social capital and community strength or support 

(such as those developed by federal, state and local government) should explicitly include 
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data relating to children in middle childhood, including self-assessment where such an 

approach is used for other age cohorts in the community. 

Policy Implication 6 

Attention should be given by agencies such as the Human Rights Commissions and 

Childrenôs Commissioners at federal and state levels to promoting social attitudes that value 

and respect children.  
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Chapter 8.   Safety 

8.1   A brief overview of the literature  

Across all sites, children considered personal safety to be an essential element of community. 

At Gardenville, M (girl, aged 10) summed up the view of the majority of children from all 

sites when she said ñSafety is important because in a community you should feel safe, like 

you're being protected by somebody.ò  Research with children on a range of issues has 

highlighted the importance of being safe and feeling safe. A US study of childrenôs 

involvement in physical activity found that childrenôs feeling of safety and the provision of 

safe places are essential if children are to engage in physical activity in their communities 

(Heitzler et al, 2006).  Particularly relevant to this study is Fattore, Mason and Watsonôs 

(2007, 2009) research with children on their definitions of well-being, which highlighted the 

importance to children of feeling safe and secure. McDonald (nd: 31), in her review of the 

literature on childrenôs experiences of poverty, observed that neighbourhood safety is a 

particular concern for children growing up in poverty. As will be discussed, safety was an 

important issue for children across all sites in this research, but was most acute for children 

living in more disadvantaged areas. Moreover, children living in more disadvantaged areas 

were less likely to feel safe in their neighbourhoods and communities. 

In their review of the literature on child-friendly community indicators, Woolcock and Steele 

(2007: 19) note that ñthe safety of children has emerged as one of the dominant concerns 

within communities,ò both in Australia and in other wealthy countries.  Indeed, some have 

argued that a preoccupation with childrenôs safety has resulted in childrenôs lives being 

heavily regulated and restricted, and childrenôs mobility being severely limited (see, for 

example, Valentine, 1997 in relation to the UK context and Malone, 2007 in relation to the 

Australian context). The familiarisation and institutionalisation of children described by 

Edwards (2002) as broad trends defining contemporary childhood are in part related to 

concerns for childrenôs safety in unsupervised spaces. Taylor and Fraserôs (2003) longitudinal 

study of the impact of family income on life changes found that parents in low-income 

communities in particular, are often highly concerned for their childrenôs safety, with some 

restricting childrenôs mobility as a result. Notably, Taylor and Fraserôs study found that 
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parents were aware that they were placing restrictions on their children, but felt on balance 

that safety outweighed greater freedoms. Parents in low-income areas generally perceived 

drugs and strangers as the key safety concerns. For many parents, these concerns arose from 

the experiences they encountered on a daily basis. 

A good deal of parentsô reluctance to allow their children to be unsupervised in public spaces 

relates to fear of strangers abducting or harming them. A study undertaken in metropolitan 

and regional Victoria by the Australian Council on Education Research, indicated that the 

majority of parents did not believe it to be safe for children aged between five and twelve 

years to move about their neighbourhood independently (Underwood, 2012).  Of course the 

five to twelve age range may have influenced results, and most parents are likely to allow a 

twelve year old a level of independence that they would not allow a five year old. That caveat 

aside, it is notable that only twenty-four per cent of parents in metropolitan areas and thirty- 

five per cent in regional areas said they would allow their children to travel alone to places 

other than school.  Forty per cent of parents in metropolitan areas and thirty-six per cent in 

regional areas said they would allow their children to travel independently to school 

(Underwood, 2012). In both metropolitan and rural areas, stranger danger and road safety 

were the major reasons for parents restricting their childrenôs movement. The study 

concluded ñparents of children aged 5 to 12 years had a very positive view of their 

neighbourhood for their family. However, parents reported concerns about how safe they felt 

their neighbourhood was for their child to move around independently, especially because of 

traffic and fear of strangers.ò (Underwood, 2012: 3) 

Interestingly, while parents identify both stranger danger and road safety as dangers for 

children, the media tends to focus on the former. For example, May 2013 the Daily Telegraph 

published a list of thirty-two incidents of children being approached by strangers in the period 

January to April 2013.  The article provided dates, places and the sex and age of the children 

involved.  The following month, the Sydney Morning Herald ran a story stating that parents 

were enrolling children in martial arts courses as a response to óstranger dangerô.  A martial 

arts instructor was quoted as saying ñWhat people are really frightened about now is 

abductions [sic]. The big spike has been in stranger danger. Itôs making a big comeback.ò The 

story provides no evidence to suggest that there has been an increase in child abductions, but 

sends a clear message of danger, linked to an institutionalised response of formal martial arts 

training.  A similar story was published in the Courier-Mail in July 2013, also presenting 

martial arts as a means of young children protecting themselves against strangers; in this case 
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the children learning martial arts were aged between two to four years. Both the Sydney 

Morning Herald and the Courier Mail stories stated that teaching children martial arts is also 

an ñanti-bullying technique.ò  

Malone (2007: 521) argues that there is sometimes a gap between perceptions of danger and 

the data available for crime against children, with perceptions driven by past events and 

urban ófolk talesô. Even a cursory examination of media reporting suggests, however, that 

parents and childrenôs concerns are likely fuelled by stories of stranger danger; actual, 

attempted or perceived abductions and the need to equip children to fight off strangers.  An 

incident, relating to social rather than traditional media, highlights the point. In July 2013, the 

Bendigo Advertiser, reported that concern had spread among parents and schools in a local 

community following a Facebook posting that a man had tried to ópick upô children after 

school the previous day. A police spokesperson was quoted as saying: ñAt no stage did the 

man attempt to grab the girl or make any threats towards her. Police have made a number of 

enquiries in relation to the incident and believe we may have identified the vehicle. We are 

yet to speak to the driver but at this stage there is no offence involved and the man may have 

had good intentions.ò The spokesperson added that the girl involved had made the right 

decision to report the incident because she was aware of stranger danger principles (Alebakis, 

2013).  

Children in this research spoke of their own and their parentsô anxiety about stranger danger 

and were highly aware of media reports of potential threat or actual incidents. Notably, 

children across all sites ï like media reports ï used the term óstranger dangerô, despite adult 

interviewees noting that the term is no longer used and has been replaced with terms such as 

óprotective behaviourô and ósafe adultsô.  
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8.2 What children said about safety in this research 

Feeling safe within their communities was very important for children across all sites, and a 

dominant issue in the less advantaged communities. However, the ways in which children 

discussed safety differed markedly across sites. Four elements were central in explaining 

whether or not children felt safe in their 

communities.  First, when children frequently 

experienced positive interactions with people in 

their community, as in Lakeview, they felt safer. 

These children were confident that someone 

would help them if they were confronted by a 

problem or threat within their community. 

Second, children across all sites identified the over-use and misuse of alcohol as severely 

undermining their sense of safety. Third, witnessing or experiencing violence within their 

communities made children feel unsafe. Finally, and related, bullying from other children ï 

which was most likely to occur at school ï made children feel unsafe. Concerns about 

stranger danger and road safety, which were identified as very important to parents in the 

Australian Council on Education Research study, were identified by children across all sites 

as central to their sense of safety, albeit to varying extents and in different ways. This 

research provides important insights into how and why these two issues are so important to 

children. 

8.3 Positive interactions 

The nature of childrenôs day-to-day interactions with the people around them was important 

to their sense of safety. Positive interactions can be described as respectful, supportive and 

friendly. Children whose day-to-day interactions with others were positive tended to describe 

a social network that extended beyond their families and friends to include a wider range of 

people, including those with whom they did not share a close or intimate relationship. These 

children were more likely to have what Putnam calls a sense of óthinô trust, and identified by 

him as being strongly associated with civic engagement and social capital. Thin trust, for 

Putnam, is social or generalised trust that extends beyond immediate and personal 

connections to fellow citizens with whom there is not a direct relationship (Putnam, 2000). 

Children who appeared to have thin trust were conscious of the potential danger of strangers, 

and described being taught in school and in some cases within their families to be aware of 
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stranger danger. Yet this consciousness did not appear to dominate their social interactions 

within their communities or create a climate of fear or threat. 

In contrast, those children who described experiencing negative interactions with people in 

their communities on a regular basis were more likely to be fearful for their safety, to feel 

vulnerable within their communities, and to express high levels of mistrust in people outside 

their immediate and personal connections. While there were differences between individual 

children in their descriptions of day-to-day interactions, the differences between sites were 

marked. 

8.3.1 Feeling safe in Lakeview 

In Lakeview, children said that being and feeling safe was important in a community ï and 

the majority described feeling very safe in their own community. Jôs (boy, 11 years) response 

to the question of what was good about his community was typical of the general view among 

children who participated in the research at Lakeview: ñEverythingôs really close by and itôs 

also really safe.ò  

Interestingly, when children considered safety issues in their community, most did so in 

terms of stranger danger. Three children described having experienced stranger danger 

encounters. One boy described an incident that had frightened him: ñOnce me and my friend 

in Year 2, we were just walking to his house, and then a guy stopped near us and said óGet in 

the car, because Iôll drive you to which place you want to be,ô and we said no, and he just 

drove off.ò Another boy said that one day he had seen two drunk people near his house (he 

did not know them).  One of them had asked ñDo you guys want to come back to our house?ò  

This made him feel very unsafe.  One girl said that once she was walking her dog and saw a 

stranger who made her feel uncomfortable. Generally, however, children considered their 

community very safe. The majority also said they felt confident that they could respond 

appropriately if approached by a stranger. N (boy, aged 8) said, ñWell, if someone I donôt 

know comes up to me on the way to school and says óget into my car,ô then Iôll just yell and 

yell and someone will come.ò  When asked what made their community feel safe, children 

identified the relative absence of strangers. For example, in describing what he liked about 

his street, L (boy, aged 9) said ñThereôs no strangers at all.ò  L explained that as a 

consequence, he feels very safe.   
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In Lakeview, children were more likely to know or be familiar with the people living around 

them. Most children described having friendships with both children and adults living around 

them; most also described being on ófriendly termsô (saying hello, waving) to people they 

saw regularly but with whom they did not have friendships. Children at Lakeview, more than 

at other sites, described most people in their community being friendly, kind or caring. As a 

result, childrenôs lives were enmeshed in a web of familiar and supportive relationships.  

Lakeview is a middle-income community. While there is a mix of lower and higher cost 

housing, average income is approximately the national average. The population is relatively 

stable, based on the percentage of people who have moved in the past one and five years 

(second only to Parksway in this study).  The suburb is not a thoroughfare; with the small 

shopping precinct located on the periphery of the suburb, it is best described as a residential 

enclave. During the research, we saw no visible presence on the streets of people affected by 

drugs or alcohol or behaving in an anti-social manner; nor did children describe such 

behaviour. This description of Lakeview contrasts with the less advantaged sites of Riverside, 

Longridge, Surfside and Parksway, as do childrenôs experiences and views of safety. 

8.3.2 Feelings of safety in less advantaged communities 

It is important to emphasise that not all children felt unsafe in the less advantaged sites of 

Riverside, Longridge and Parksway ï but feeling unsafe was a strong theme in each. In 

Surfside, childrenôs experience of and views about safety in their community were diverse. 

In Surfside, childrenôs sense of personal safety tended to be shaped significantly by the ókindô 

of street in which they lived. Children who knew and liked their neighbours tended to feel 

safe. O (girl, aged 10) described Surfside in positive terms: ñItôs not really dangerous because 

there are a lot of places in your community that are safe.  Like home is safe, school is 

sometimes safe, like the shop.ò O described her street as a nice place, with friendly 

neighbours. In contrast, children who lived in what they described as óbadô streets tended to 

feel insecure. F (girl, aged 9) said ñI donôt really like my street. Because there is a lot of bad 

people in it.  They break into houses and stuff.ò Y (girl , aged 10) said ñMy street's not safe.  

Itôs ... like ... like the people are probably nice, but my mum doesnôt really want me running 

down the street by myself because like there is like drugos on my street and everything.  Itôs a 

really bad street.  Yeah.  Because like there is this crazy woman, and she comes up to us 

when my mum is not there ï sheôs scary.ò  K (boy, aged 10) said there was a need for more 

security guards and more police so everyone can feel safe. Morrowôs (2001: 27) study of 
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childrenôs perspectives of their neighbourhoods in the United Kingdom also found that 

children differentiated down to street level when making their assessment. Similarly, in 

Surfside, childrenôs assessments of safety in their community were highly localised ï 

reflecting the diversity within the area. In Riverside, Longridge and Parksway, however, 

childrenôs experiences were more generalised and, overall, very negative. 

Frightening, anti-social and unpredictable behaviour on the part of other people, most often 

adults but sometimes adolescents, was a key factor in children feeling unsafe in their 

communities in Riverside, Longridge, Parksway and Surfside. Most children described 

experiencing negative interactions with other people in their communities on a regular basis.  

These ranged from receiving hostile looks or being told to get off the footpath or road while 

riding bikes or scooters, to frightening and threatening encounters. The majority of children 

across these sites could describe situations that had frightened them and left them feeling 

highly vulnerable. H (girl, aged 12), for example, said ñIt was six oôclock at night and it was 

dark.  We were walking back from the [local] shops, then we started running ï we saw this 

car, we started running and then we just ran into this random house.ò H said the car was 

slowly following her and her friend and the driver looked scary and suspicious.  H and her 

friend did not know the occupants of the house they ran into, but the woman who lived in the 

house came out and stood watching the driver.  The car then drove away. This incident is 

interesting in that the girls felt comfortable ï or were sufficiently frightened ï to run into a 

strangerôs house to seek help. Despite the woman in the house behaving in a supportive 

manner, H said that generally she felt that strangers could not be trusted. In describing the 

incident, her fear of the car driver overshadowed the positive experience with the supportive 

stranger. 

M (boy aged 10, Longridge) provided a detailed account of a frightening experience: 

Once, I was walking up [to the shop] to buy something. I was looking at this ladyôs 

dog. Then she told me to come closer to her house and I was just thinking I shouldnôt.  

And I walked up a bit and she came out, she called her husband, her husband is like 

pretty big and he has got tattoos.  He came out and I donôt know if he was going to 

chase after me. And I stopped.  Then she started running at me and she called her 

husband to run after me too.  I just ran all the way around the block and after that I 

wanted to walk home but the direction to walk home was like next to her house so ... I 

decided to walk around the whole block to get home. 
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Children participating in the research at Riverside were generally anxious about being in 

public spaces. All children in Riverside had heard stories of local children being approached 

by strangers in cars.  Children described two cases of children at their school who had been 

ógrabbedô by strangers, but had managed to escape.  One group of children described this as 

having happened to their friend, who was then away from school for a considerable time. In 

other sites, too, children were aware of local stranger danger incidents. For example, in 

Longridge J (girl, aged 11) said a friend of hers had been grabbed by a stranger, while others 

said they knew children who had been in situations where they were approached by 

threatening strangers. 

The strong sense of stranger danger made children at Riverside feel under almost constant 

threat in public spaces, and made them extremely fearful of any adult they did not know.  

Childrenôs sense of trust in others was extremely low at Riverside, and they did not feel able 

to turn to any stranger if they did feel under threat. The view of children at Riverside was 

echoed by A (girl, aged 10) at Parksway when she said: ñI think you should always be scared 

of people that you donôt know.  Because you donôt know what they might be doing or what 

they might be thinking.ò Other children at Parksway, as well as at Riverside, Longridge and 

Surfside, spoke of feeling particularly vulnerable in public spaces when alone.  B (girl, aged 

11) said ñI feel scared in the alley way and even at the train station. If youôre there by 

yourself itôs scary é if you have lots of friends with you and you feel safe then.ò  K (girl , 

aged 11) said ñItôs scary on your own because nobodyôs there to help you or nobodyôs there 

to protect you.ò 

At Parksway, one boy (J, aged 10) spoke in positive terms about his sense of safety. 

Significantly, J also spoke positively about his day-to-day interactions with people in his 

community and described knowing the people who lived in the immediate area around his 

house and along his street:  

It feels safe because I know my community ï I know them very well and I know that 

theyôll never hurt me or never do something bad. For example, thereôs no strangers in 

our community ï I know my whole neighbourhood so itôs OK. I ride my bike 

sometimes and say hi to my neighbours. 

J described feeling less safe beyond what he described as his community, that is, beyond his 

immediate geographic space and beyond those with whom he had established personal 

interactions. 
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 While strangers were viewed with suspicion and fear by children at the four disadvantaged 

sites, some familiar people were also identified as frightening. For example, all children 

involved in the research at Riverside spoke at varying lengths about a man who hung out by 

the park, which is a very short walk from the school.  Several adult participants also referred 

to the man, who was described as having mental health issues.  The man regularly screamed 

and yelled abuse at passers-by, and while children noted that the man sometimes yelled at 

adults he was most likely to target children.  On some occasions he jumped out at them from 

behind rubbish bins, lamp posts or buildings.  The children knew the man had problems, but 

his behaviour terrified them.  Children, who could not avoid the area where he loitered, spoke 

of their fear of passing him regularly. 

At Parksway, children also described people who are homeless and junkies as making them 

feel vulnerable and concerned about their personal safety.  As in other sites, and as will be 

discussed in detail in section eight, drunk people were also a key source of concern. It is 

important to note that childrenôs concerns were not based on pre-existing biases about 

particular types of people, but about the negative interactions they encountered regularly with 

many. 

While children were anxious about personal safety and highly suspicious of strangers in the 

less advantaged communities, they were not necessarily passive. In some instances, children 

were proactive when they saw suspicious strangers in their community. For example, J (girl, 

aged 10) said ñWell I told the office a couple of days ago that there is this guy been walking 

around and he looks really suspicious when I walk to school. And my dad tried to say hello 

and he just ignored him and he walked away. And he has been there for a couple of days and 

he just keeps watching kids and itôs making me really uncomfortable sometimes. So I ended 

up telling the [school] office that I am not feeling comfortable.ò In this case, J felt that the 

school had intervened in an appropriate way, as the man had stopped hanging around.  

Children at Riverside, Longridge, Surfside and Parksway described their concerns about 

personal safety as arising from their own experiences and those of their friends, as well as 

from media reports and stories. While childrenôs anxiety for their personal safety was 

grounded in negative everyday experiences, it appeared to be exacerbated by media reports 

and some forms of popular culture. In Riverside in particular, children were aware of cases of 

children being abducted or murdered, and such stories were shared among children. Several 

adults, who were interviewed for the research, attributed childrenôs fear for their safety to a 
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particular case.  Yet none of the Riverside children specifically mentioned that case.  Most, 

however, knew of the case of an eight year old girl who was murdered in a shopping centre in 

a city distant from their own community approximately five or six years before the research.  

This case made children extremely frightened and several used it as an example of what can 

happen to children. Children also spoke of other cases they had heard about either in the 

media or through conversations. Some children described hearing about child abductions 

from adults as ócautionary talesô about the dangers posed by strangers. In some cases, again 

particularly in Riverside, children described watching movies and television programs about 

serious and violent crimes, including against children, which exacerbated the anxiety 

described by some.  

8.3.3 Feelings of personal safety among children at Gardenville 

Approximately one third of children who participated in the research at Gardenville said they 

felt some level of concern for their personal safety. However, unlike the children in less 

advantaged areas, children at Gardenvilleôs direct experience of situations that could be 

considered threatening was limited. There had been a murder in the local area some months 

prior to the research.  Such violent crime was very unusual in the area and had been widely 

reported.  Children living close to the area said they found it scary.  However, this did not 

necessarily equate to feeling fearful for their personal safety.  

A small number of children at Gardenville felt scared or uncomfortable as a result of the 

behaviour of some people who lived near them.  These people fell into two categories: people 

they described as having a mental problem, and a minority of teenagers who behaved in a 

reckless or intrusive way. I (girl, aged 10) described feeling afraid when at home alone.  Most 

children were not left at home without adults present.  Few children at Gardenville described 

moving independently around their community, and their interactions with others were 

largely limited to people known to them within an institutional setting (such as school or 

formalised before or after school activities). At Gardenville, most children commented on the 

need to be conscious of strangers, but few felt under any threat themselves. 

8.3.4 Parentsô concerns about childrenôs safety 

While children in Riverside, Longridge, Surfside and Parksway described their concerns 

about personal safety, some children also described their parents concerns. For example, E 

(girl, aged 11, Riverside) said that her mother would not let her go out into the street. E 
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explained her motherôs reasoning: ñSheôs just keeping me safe from people who are really 

mean. The bad peoples,ò and added that there had been some burglaries in her street and 

ñmad people who do donuts on the road.ò Yet, while E described feeling unsafe in public 

spaces, she found her motherôs protectiveness to be annoying at times, even though she 

understood why her mother restricted her activities. E worried about her safety, but also felt 

confined in her ability to engage in her community and described having no scope for 

negotiating with her mother.  

At Gardenville, a significant number of children said 

that while they felt safe, their parents worried about 

their safety and would not allow them to go out alone.  

These children were frustrated by their parentsô 

concerns and felt that it placed unreasonable limits on 

their mobility.  They felt their parents were behaving in 

an overly protective manner. The discussion of parentsô 

concerns about safety led to a discussion about the role 

that adults should play in keeping children safe.  The 

children observed that while some parents and adults 

are over protective, some are not sufficiently concerned 

about safety and fail to protect their children.  In this 

case, children did not use personal examples but 

debated the issues. When asked how old children 

should be before they walk alone to places like the 

park, one T (aged 9) said ñIf youôre like really young, 

like 7 or 8, then you might not know about strangers 

and stuff, and someone might like come and say ñIôve got some sweets, and I know your 

friend, and sheôs at my house,ò so they might take you away for ransom or something. 

Probably when youôre 12 or 13, when you still want to play, but youôre old enough to know 

better.  And not to go with strangers.ò  When asked if she worried herself about strangers or 

being taken away, she replied ñno, not really.ò 

While Taylor and Fraser (2003) found that parents in low-income areas were extremely 

concerned about the dangers posed by strangers and placed restrictions on their childrenôs 

movement as a result, children who participated in this research indicated that parents with 

higher incomes share similar concerns and impose similar restrictions. The site in which 
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children described their parents as allowing them relatively greater levels of independence, 

Lakeview, can be described as middle-income. What was distinctive about this community, 

however, was the extent to which children described themselves and their parents knowing 

the people who lived around. In Lakeview, Colemanôs idea of credit slips, reciprocity and 

obligation appears to operate in ways that support children and parents to feel safe because 

someone is watching out. 

Some children across all sites sometimes found their parentsô concerns overly restrictive, but 

many described wanting parents and importantly, adults generally, to take greater 

responsibility for making children feel safe and included within their communities, and for 

fostering positive interactions. D (boy, aged 11, Riverside) emphasised this in the ómain 

messageô he wanted to deliver about communities. D drew a poster that read: 

ñWe need more protection! So give five seconds of your time to watch out for bad people!ò 

8.3.5 Child -adult relations 

The nature of childrenôs day-to-day interactions is interwoven with the nature of child-adult 

relations, which are crucial in shaping childrenôs sense of safety and security. While there are 

elements of child-adult relations that were common across all sites, there were significant 

differences. In particular, children in the less advantaged sites were more likely to be 

subjected to overtly negative displays of power on the part of adults. At Riverside, this 

problem was described by children as particularly acute. All children involved in the research 

at Riverside described experiences of being verbally abused by passers-by or strangers.  

While this was not a common experience for all, all had experienced negative comments.  E 

(girl, aged 12) argued that the town should be divided, with half for adults and half for 

children.  She felt that it was not possible for happy co-existence, given the way in which 

many adults engaged with children. Other children did not agree with the idea of age-based 

segregation, but did agree that some adults are ógrumpyô and ómeanô.  Common experiences 

were adults yelling at children to get off their lawns, to get off the road when riding their 

bikes, or to get off the footpath when riding scooters.  Indeed, childrenôs accounts suggested 

that there were few public spaces where children were welcome. One boy observed that 

people often yell at him and his friends to get off the road, even when they are riding their 

bikes in the bike lane.  His analysis was telling: ñThey do it to us because we are young. They 

wonôt do it to teenagers.ò  A girl agreed ñIf theyôre like, an adult, or someone on like a proper 

bike, or a teenager or something, then theyôll all be like ñyeah, okay, thatôs okay.ò  But if 



130 

 

youôre like younger like us, theyôll be like óoh get off the road, you stupid little beepô.ò  

Along similar lines, several children described incidents when bus drivers had been rude to 

them.  The children said they had not done anything, but assumed the bus driver may have 

been grumpy with teenagers, and was taking it out on younger children. 

At Longridge, most children had some experience of unfamiliar adults being rude or 

aggressive towards them, several had been sworn at by adults they did not know.  Childrenôs 

trust in adults in their communities was also undermined by what the children saw as 

irresponsible behaviour on the part of adults. Most notably, children were unhappy with 

dangerous driving and over-consumption of alcohol.  

8.3.6 Child -teenager interactions 

Across all sites, children had mixed experiences in engaging with older children and 

teenagers. In some cases, children described very positive, supportive relationships with 

teenagers in their communities.  

At Longridge, N (boy, aged 12) was part of a community group that included children and 

young people of all ages.  Involvement in this group gave N a sense of both connectedness 

and contribution, and provided very positive interactions.  N explained: ñI do some 

community bonding and if there is little kids that are in trouble I go.ò  When asked to explain 

ócommunity bondingô he said ñWhat we do is we get, there is a small group of kids around 

the age of teenagers and that who take some little kids out and do some fun things with them 

around the parks and communities around the area.  And if any of the kids get hurt or injured 

we have to help them out.ò  N and his friend J were actively involved in the local Police-

Citizens Youth Club PCYC, including organising a fortnightly movie evening in the park for 

very young children. N and J helped to choose the movie and made sure the evening was ófun 

and safeô. They were extremely proud of their contribution, which made them feel very much 

a part of their local community. Through their activities, both N and J had good, if not close, 

relationships with a number of teenagers in their community. 

Many children, however, also spoke negatively about child-teenager relations. At all sites, 

some children described teenagers as dominating spaces and making younger children feel 

unwelcome. This was a particular problem at skate parks, where older boys tended to hang 

out, and sometimes in regular parks. Some younger children were also cautious about 
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possible negative and threatening behaviours on the part of teenagers, including swearing, 

drinking and taking drugs. 

8.3.7 Positive interactions matter 

Children who experienced frequent positive interactions with people in their communities 

were more likely to feel safe. While familiar people, such as friends, neighbours  and 

extended family who behaved in caring, supportive and friendly ways, were important in 

creating childrenôs sense of safety, friendly people known only to children by sight were also 

important in creating an environment in which children felt safe and secure. When children 

experienced ï or feared experiencing ï negative interactions, their sense of safety was greatly 

undermined. While more investigation of this issue is warranted, this research suggests that 

children in disadvantaged areas are more likely to experience negative interactions both with 

people living in their communities and known to them, as well as with strangers. Notably, 

each of the disadvantaged areas were something of a thoroughfare, whereby people 

(generally adults) not known to children were often present in the community. 

8.4 No drunkenness 

As discussed earlier, other studies have shown that parents are concerned about strangers 

(Taylor and Fraser, 2003; Underwood, 2012). While children share concerns about strangers, 

the most deleterious impact on childrenôs sense of safety is the cultural acceptance of 

excessive alcohol consumption by adults.   

If a single issue made children across all sites feel unsafe, 

it was adultsô over-use and misuse of alcohol. There has 

been increasing public discussion in Australia over recent 

years about the nature of alcohol use and the anti-social 

and often violent behaviour that accompanies it (see for 

example Laslett et al, 2010; The Conversation, 2013). 

The Australian Medical Association describes alcohol use 

in Australia as óhighô by global standards, with one in ten 

Australians over the age of fourteen years drinking at 

levels that present risks to their health (AMA, 2009). New South Wales Police Commissioner 

Andrew Scipione has been particularly outspoken about the individual and social damage 

caused by excessive use of alcohol (Gridneff, 2012; Ralston, 2011). That excessive alcohol 
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use causes harm to others has been well-documented (see Laslett, 2010). The negative 

impacts on children have focused on young peopleôs drinking patterns (Bonomo et al, 2004; 

King et al, 2005); child protection issues (OôDonnell et al, 2008; Laslett et al, 2012); and the 

impact of alcohol advertising on children (Phillipson and Jones, 2007). Yet we know almost 

nothing of childrenôs views on adult alcohol consumption and the impact of alcohol use. 

There has been little research on the impact of excessive alcohol use on childrenôs sense of 

community and social well-being. Indeed, this research is among the first to provide insights 

into childrenôs views on alcohol use within communities. While children identified the 

absence of drunken behaviour as vitally important to a ógoodô community, it is important to 

note that the researchers did not directly ask children about alcohol. Indeed, somewhat 

naively in hindsight, we did not anticipate that alcohol would be a major focus of discussions. 

The issue of alcohol use was, however, raised at every site, and was an overwhelming 

concern at some. 

Excessive alcohol use was identified by children as a major factor in undermining their sense 

of safety in three communities, and as a significant factor in a fourth. Children in the two 

more advantaged sites described experiencing only limited problems related to alcohol, but in 

these sites children who did raise the issue of alcohol, did so in negative terms.  For example, 

at Lakeveiw J (boy, aged 11) said ñThere should be a curfew on serving alcohol.  So they 

should stop serving it at like 12 oôclock or 1 oôclock because they might do stupid things 

when nobodyôs out there to stop them, right.ò  When asked if alcohol was a problem in his 

community, J replied ñI donôt see a lot of it but sometimes it can happen.ò 

In Riverside, Longridge and Surfside alcohol was an overwhelmingly decisive factor in 

shaping childrenôs experience of their community. Excessive alcohol use, and the violence 

and anti-social behaviour often associated with it, were identified by children as major issues.  

For many of the children, these are overwhelming problems that cast a constant shadow over 

their communities and their lives.  The vast majority of children had witnessed adults (and 

often teenagers) in a drunken state, often in public spaces. The most negative interactions 

undermining childrenôs sense of safety in communities were often driven by drunken 

behaviour on the part of adults ï both familiar adults and strangers. 

For some children, encountering drunk people was an unpleasant but not unusual experience. 

For example M (boy, aged 10, Surfside) said he didnôt like seeing drunk people. When asked 
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if he often saw drunk people he replied ñYeah. Sometimes we have to pick up a few beers 

from the pub and thatôs mostly how we see drunk people.ò 

8.4.1 The location of pubs and clubs 

A notable difference between the more and less advantaged communities was the location of 

pubs. Some children at both Gardenville and Lakeview said that they considered pubs to be 

adult places that can be unpleasant and even threatening for children. For example, S (boy 

aged 9, Lakeview) said ñYeah, itôs good not having a pub nearby because drunk people 

normally come out of bars.ò  M (girl, aged 10, Gardenville) described a pub on the periphery 

of her local shopping precinct.  She had never been into the pub but said ñPeople get slightly 

drunk and very loud.  And it smells.ò  When asked what it smells of she said ñI donôt know 

what it is, I think itôs wine or beer or something.  And it must be spilt all over the furniture 

and it just soaks in and is very smelly.ò  S (girl, aged 10, Gardenville) described another pub, 

which would generally be seen as an upmarket venue for professionals.  Independently from 

M, S described this pub in similar terms, observing that it is very smelly and the people there 

are very loud and made her feel uncomfortable.  S said that she passed the pub sometimes on 

the way to the supermarket or to her favourite bookshop, and hated having to do so. No 

children at Lakeview or Gardenville spoke of living close to pubs. 

Similar to Lakeview and Gardenville, children at other sites had a largely negative impression 

of pubs. Pubs, and to some extent clubs, were considered places that are unwelcoming of 

children; places where adults go to socialise and to get drunk. For example, S (girl, aged 10, 

Parksway) said that she did not like places where people drink alcohol.  She said ñThey go to 

the bar and all that ï sometimes when people are drinking they get silly.  Whenever weôre 

walking past, it makes me scared. And sometimes when people come out they are silly.ò 

When asked whether there were a lot of places like that in her community, S said ñIn our 

community there are only a few, but they can make it bad.ò 

While childrenôs views of pubs were similar across all sites, a significant difference between 

sites in this research was the location of venues serving alcohol in large quantities. Unlike 

Lakeview and Gardenville, pubs were located within residential areas at Riverside, 

Longridge, Surfside and Parksway. A significant number of children at these sites described 

living close to pubs or clubs. All  children living near a pub described this as presenting 

problems. Z (girl, aged 9, Surfside) explained ñThe pub is just down my street.  If you look 

out the window you can see drunks going past.  One time there was a woman and she had to 
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go to hospital because she got beaten up by her boyfriend because he was drunk and he got 

into this punch up.ò Z said she did not like having a pub near her house ñBecause they yell 

and swear.ò J (boy, aged 11, Surfside) also lived near the pub and said it is sometimes very 

noisy.  J said that sometimes the drunk people walking past his house from the pub said funny 

things, at other times they said ñweird stuff.ò R (girl, aged 10, Surfside) said ñI live near a 

club unfortunately. I want to move but I donôt want to move schools.  And I donôt want to 

leave my house, I love that.  And I love the neighbours. But I hate that club.ò Only one child 

(S, boy aged 10, Longridge) identified having a pub close to home as having any positive 

aspects, saying ñIf there is a pub near your house well then it would be good for your mum 

and dad because then they can nick down there and grab a drink.ò Like other children, 

however, S identified the behaviour of drunk adults leaving the pub near his house as a 

problem. 

K (girl, aged 10, Longridge) explained that her house was located not far from a pub and 

drunks often woke her family as they left. Like other children in Longridge, K described 

regularly witnessing intoxicated people fighting in the street and finding broken glass and 

vomit on the streets in the mornings. K said that the problem had become so bad that her 

parents had moved her and her sister into the main bedroom at the back of the house, so they 

would be further from the street. Her parents had moved into her smaller bedroom at the front 

of the house. 

In Riverside, the school was situated adjacent to a pub, with a high wire fence separating the 

pub from the school oval and playground. Every child who participated in the research 

identified the pub as a problem.  Some children said that some staff and customers at the pub 

were sometimes nice, waving or throwing back balls that strayed from the school oval into 

the pub grounds.  However, all spoke of some pub customers being drunk and occasionally 

making comments to the children.  H (girl, aged 10) spoke of feeling unsafe at school because 

of the location of the pub: ñWell there's a pub right next to our school so people can come 

and bash you up whenever they want.ò To our knowledge, and based on discussions with 

both children and school staff, there has never been an incident of a person from the pub 

assaulting a child in the school grounds. However, children were anxious about the location 

of the pub, and their experience of drunken behaviour gave them good grounds for fearing the 

possibility of violence. The childrenôs most common complaint, however, was that every 

morning they found broken glass and cigarette butts on their oval, basketball court, 

playground and sandpit as a result of the previous nightôs revelry at the pub.  



135 

 

8.4.2 Drunkenness and violent behaviour 

The vast majority of children at Riverside, Longridge and Surfside had witnessed drunken 

behaviour within their communities and sometimes also within their families. At Parksway, a 

significant proportion of children had witnessed drunken behaviour, and in Lakeview and 

Gardenville a small number.  

A significant proportion of children in Riverside, Longridge, Surfside and Parksway 

associated drunkenness with violence. For example, H (girl, aged 10, Longridge) said 

ñPeople that are dunk are most likely to be violent because ... because they donôt know what 

they are doing and they are not feeling so well. And they canôt control what they are doing.ò  

A significant number of children described witnessing random threatening behaviour by 

drunk People.  K (girl, aged 10, Surfside) described one such situation: 

 ñOnce there was a big storm and we left the gate open that night and this drunk 

person came yelling down the street going all through there and my mum was 

scared he was going to come inside because we left the gate open and the back 

door isnôt always locked. So she wasnôt sure if it was locked or not but she didnôt 

want to get out of bed.  But he didnôt come in. And once there was a drunk guy 

when our car stopped at the stop sign he ... he ... like ... he came up to the car and 

said you are taking me to [place]. He kept walking in front of the car. He was 

really drunk.ò 

J (girl, aged 10, Surfside) described her experience of witnessing drunken violence: ñWe 

were driving down the street because we went out on Christmas Eve to go looking at 

Christmas lights. And we were driving down the main street at Surfside, and there was this 

man punching up his girlfriend, pulling her hair.  He had this huge chunk of hair in his hand 

and he punched her in the eye and then she just collapsed. So mum rang up the police.ò 

Y (girl, aged 11, Longridge) described walking home with her parents and sister when two 

drunk people approached them, smashing glass and yelling.  She said that her dad tried to 

protect her, her sister and mother by placing himself between them and the drunks. She 

described being very scared by the incident.  
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8.4.3 Childrenôs sense of vulnerability  

Some children described alcohol as a means by which adults socialise, relax and have fun. 

For example, at Riverside the majority of children described their parents ï both fathers and 

mothers ï going out to drink with friends or drinking at home, often to the point of 

drunkenness.  One girl observed that parents ñonly get drunk when they have parties.ò  

Others suggested it was more regular. Most children in Riverside and Longridge, and a 

significant number in Surfside, described their fathers relaxing with a beer (but not getting 

drunk) when they came home from work.  

At Lakeview, two boys indicated that their fathers sometimes consumed significant amounts 

of alcohol.  Both said they did not like it and both described their main message for making a 

better community as óstop drinkingô.  R (boy, aged 9) said he doesnôt like the smell when his 

father drinks a lot of beer and described it as a óbad drinkô.  He described drinking beer as 

ñmaking your heart feel sad.ò S (boy, aged 9) said ñNo drinking beer. I do not want no-one 

drinking.ò  He said that drinking ñsometimes puts other people in risk if theyôre in your 

family.  Like, if it was your dad, like youôre right next to him when heôs drunk.ò  He went on 

to elaborate: ñYes because it puts other people at risk because sometimes people can like, go 

crazy, sometimes.ò K (girl, aged 10, Parksway) was also concerned about excessive alcohol 

use within the home context, stating ñI think that parents should try to get drunk a lot less.ò 

At Longridge, S (boy, aged 10) observed that many adults do stupid things when they are 

drunk, which he found entertaining and funny. This comment prompted a strong response 

from H (boy, aged 11) who said forcefully ñPeople are not funny when they are drunk. They 

go spastic, they just go spastic, man. And its not funny at all.ò 

Children generally identified alcohol use as a form of adult socialisation, and did not consider 

drinking alcohol to be necessarily bad. Rather, children clearly identified the problem as 

excessive use of alcohol. All children who spoke of drunkenness spoke of the ways in which 

peopleôs behaviour changed. A very small minority, such as S, found the changes generally 

amusing albeit stupid. The overwhelming majority found the behavioural changes they 

observed as a result of alcohol use worrying at best, and terrifying and threatening at worst. 

Many children spoke of feeling vulnerable around drunk people, regardless of whether those 

people were known to them or not, or whether the behaviour took place in public or private. 

For example, P (girl, aged 10, Surfside) said that when she went to public events with her 

friends and family such as fireworks, she just hoped people didnôt get drunk. She explained 
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that there were often a lot of drunks at such events which made her and her friends fearful. S 

(girl, aged 10, Surfside) said ñOnce when I was sleeping over my Nanôs house. My Nanôs 

brother, he is sort of an alcoholic and he is not very nice.  He ... he nearly fell into the fire.ò 

Other children spoke of feeling unsafe or uncomfortable when their family members or 

parentsô friends got drunk. 

K (girl , aged 10) said ñSometimes I donôt really want to be around them [drunk people].  Like 

because you donôt know what they are going to do.  They might ... yeah they might be really 

friendly but then all of a sudden they get nasty and start doing bad stuff.ò J (girl, aged 11, 

Longridge) summed up the view of most children across all sites when she said, ñBecause 

when they [adults] are drunk, they donôt care whatôs going to happen. They should think 

about it, because they drink around, like, little kids.ò At Riverside, N (girl, aged 10) said 

ñYou have to understand, people may love you and care for you. They may not want to hurt 

you. But when they are drunk, they will.ò 

In sum, children were acutely aware that adults become highly unpredictable when drunk. 

This made children across all sites feel vulnerable. However, feelings of vulnerability were 

particularly acute at the disadvantaged sites where the majority of children had witnessed 

drunken behaviour, and often drunken violence or aggression, on the part of adults.  

8.4.4 Excessive use of alcohol and community events 

As discussed in the section on relationships, most children valued community gatherings and 

celebrations, which they considered important in bringing people together. However, a 

significant number of children described in detail the ways in which drunken behaviour 

ruined many public or community events. At Riverside, Longridge and Surfside, this was a 

dominant theme.  

H (boy, aged 11, Longridge) described community celebrations as a potentially good thing, 

but said it is better not to have them.  When asked why, he replied: ñWell if you celebrate 

more there is more drunk people. Because people drink when they celebrate more.ò A (boy, 

aged 10, Longridge) agreed: ñI'd like to see less [celebrations].  Because people get drunk and 

they smash bottles.ò 

D (boy, aged 9, Surfside) described the area by the beach as his very favourite place, and 

somewhere he loves to go. D added that he does not like the beach area at sunset on 

weekends, on Anzac Day or on Australia Day. When asked why not, D replied ñBecause 
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thatôs when all the drunks come out.ò  Along similar lines, C (boy, aged 10) described 

alcohol as a big problem around celebration times. C said at other times alcohol misuse ñis 

not too bad.ò About half of the children in Surfside spoke about the problem of alcohol use 

on special occasions, with drunken behaviour often ruining those occasions. 

Interestingly, at Riverside, where the vast majority of children described excessive alcohol 

use as a major problem in their community, one annual community festival was ódryô. The 

organisers (a local community group) described it as a family focused event and had decided 

not to allow alcohol. Children at Riverside spoke of this event in extremely positive terms, 

with the absence of drunks identified as an important factor in making it both fun and safe.  

While children were particularly concerned about the behaviour of drunk people, they were 

also unhappy with the physical reminders of drunken behaviour that were often found in their 

community. At all sites, children spoke of glass from broken alcohol bottles littering the 

streets and often parks and playgrounds. While this was a particular problem at the four less 

advantaged sites, it also occurred in Lakeview and Gardenville. In Riverside, Longridge and 

Surfside, children observed that drunks (they assumed) often damaged public property such 

as fences and playground equipment. Some children also spoke with disgust of vomit on the 

streets near some pubs and clubs, and ï in some cases ï near their home and school. 

8.4.5 Excessive alcohol use and irresponsible adult behaviour 

Children involved in this study were very concerned about irresponsible behaviour on the 

part of drunk adults. This was particularly the case at the sites where children were most 

exposed to drunken behaviour. While many children worried about their own safety around 

drunk adults, they were also concerned for the safety of those who drink to excess. O (girl, 

aged 10, Surfside) said ñI feel sorry for drunk people. I feel bad when I see them. They need 

help, lots of help...from a counsellor or from the police.ò 

Unprompted, a number of children identified strategies that might help to keep drunk adults 

safe. H (girl, aged 10, Surfside) said that every pub and club that sells alcohol should have a 

courtesy bus. H said ñIf people get really drunk and they try to drive then it can cause crashes 

and all sorts of stuff. If they left their car there go there and then get their car back.  If people 

walk there itôs still dangerous because they could run across roads if they are drunk.ò Several 

children agreed that courtesy buses are a good idea and might help in preventing drunk 

driving. 
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K (girl, aged 10, Surfside) suggested that all venues serving alcohol should monitor and limit 

consumption: ñA way to fix it could be a limit of drinks that people have. And they write 

down the name thatôs getting a drink and they are only allowed like five drinks otherwise 

they might get too drunk.ò C (boy, aged 10) agreed but added ñI think less than five drinks 

because five drinks is quite a lot.ò  C also suggested a óspeed limitô for drinking.  K agreed, 

noting ñYeah. They shouldnôt drink as fast because the more faster they drink, the more drink 

they have. And they get drunker.ò 

8.4.6 Teenagers and alcohol 

Much of the public concern about alcohol use in Australia has focused on the drinking 

patterns and behaviour of adolescents. Several children in this research raised concerns about 

adolescents drinking alcohol. H (boy, aged 8, Longridge) was particularly concerned about 

teenagers drinking. He explained that his sister attended high school and some of her friends 

drank alcohol.  H said ñI think if you were in high school you shouldnôt like ... take like drink 

and get drunk because you could like hurt someone. And it might cause very dangerous 

accidents.ò B (girl, aged 8, Parksway) also raised the issue of teenagers drinking.  B said ñI 

think people in high school shouldnôt drink alcohol because if they do they could get drunk 

and get run over by cars or ... they could do something really silly like hurt their friends.ò 

Several children identified the completion of high school as a time when many teenagers 

drink to excess, behave in a stupid and dangerous manner, and are likely to injure themselves 

or others. At Riverside, Longridge, Surfside and Parksway, several children (usually boys, 

but a few girls) raised the problem of teenagers using alcohol at local skate parks. Overall, 

however, children identified excessive use of alcohol to be a major problem not among 

adolescents, but among adults. 

8.5 No violence 

As discussed in the previous section on drunken behaviour, violence associated with alcohol 

was identified as a major problem, particularly in the less advantaged sites. Children also 

raised violence generally as a problem or potential problem, most often in connection with 

fear of strangers. It is important to note here that the focus of this research on community 

directed the discussion towards public issues, with children identifying violence as a major 

problem without any promoting from researchers. Significantly, it is apparent from this 

research that a significant proportion of children participating had experienced or witnessed 
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violent behaviour in public spaces. That children generally did not discuss the problem of 

domestic violence in this research is likely to reflect the nature of the research, and should not 

be interpreted as suggesting that children are not concerned with violence in private spaces. 

Rather, it tells us that children are also concerned about public violence ï and that such 

violence has a highly deleterious impact on their sense of safety. 

In Parksway, children identified the issue of violence within their community as a major 

problem. In particular, drug-related violence was a very strong concern. Here, children were 

not talking about fear of junkies behaving in dangerous or threatening way, but of the 

violence perpetrated by drug dealers and drug-related gangs. One boy (A, aged 10) said 

ñThey shoot people over drugs or something like that.ò A observed that most of the violence 

was committed by men ñnot ladies,ò and that the police often come to take perpetrators away.  

All children at Parksway were aware of drug-related violence.  C (boy, aged 9) said ñThe 

park is a scary place.  There are scary people there.ò  When asked why, C explained ñThere 

was a shooting, in the park. My family was there. We were having a picnic. And some guy 

shot someone - over drugs.ò  A (girl , aged 10) said it is important to ñmake the parks safer for 

kids, like, for instance, no more shooting in parks because itôs scary and it makes people not 

want to go to our communityôs parks.ò 

Several children mentioned drug-related shootings and killings. Apart from C, three other 

boys had been in the local park at the time of one very serious incident. These boys felt that 

such extreme violence was a terrible thing for their community and approached the researcher 

at the end of one research workshop to discuss it in more detail.  They said it upset them but 

it was not a direct threat because it was about drugs ï although they noted that an innocent 

person could be accidently shot in such situations.  

Drug-related violence made many children at Parksway worried about going into public 

places, particularly the park. M (boy, aged 10) said he and his friends sometimes went to the 

park, but added ñWe usually walk around ï we donôt really play that much because thereôs 

lots of fights and drugs.ò While childrenôs fears for their safety are sometimes dismissed as 

resulting from an overly protective society that seeks to óbubble wrapô children (see Malone, 

2007), it is important to note that in Parksway, and indeed in other sites, violence was a very 

real part of childrenôs lives. In Parksway, in particular, people had been killed in the 

immediate and surrounding areas. While children were not ï and knew they were not ï the 

targets, they were nevertheless disturbed by the existence of extreme violence in their 
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community. In a similar way, most children did not consider themselves to be direct targets 

of the public violence associated with drunkenness. Nevertheless, they felt anxious as a result 

of it. As Morrow (2003) has noted, childrenôs concerns for their safety do not always arise 

from an ill -defined or adult-driven sense of óstranger dangerô, but from very real episodes of 

violence. 

8.5.1 Car-related aggression and violence 

One form of violence to which many children were regularly subjected, particularly in 

Riverside, Longridge and Parksway, was car-related aggression and violence. At Gardenville, 

Lakeview and Surfside, speeding cars in suburban streets were referred to as a problem, albeit 

not a particularly common one. At Lakeview, one girl spoke of a passenger in a passing car ï 

which she described driven as a young person with P plates ï throwing a bottle containing an 

unidentified substance at her as she walked down the street near her house. There were a few 

such incidents at Lakeview around the time of the research, with adults as well as children 

targeted. Around the time of the incident in Lakeview, there were media reports of similar 

incidents in another city.  At Lakeview, children also described a lack of consideration (not 

aggression), as people parked cars across footpaths meaning that children had to walk or 

scoot on the road rather than the footpath, which they considered more dangerous. 

At Riverside, Longridge and Parksway, children described a high level of car-related 

aggression and violence.  Children described dangerous driving as severely limiting their 

mobility because of their (and often their parentsô) concerns about safety.  In each of these 

sites, speeding, burn-outs and donuts were all identified as creating serious safety issues. 

Several children at Riverside described having had óclose shavesô with speeding cars or cars 

doing burn-outs. A number of children were concerned about their safety when playing in the 

streets or riding their bikes and scooters because they were aware that not only can cars be 

dangerous, but that drivers are often unpredictable. 

In talking about the problems of dangerous driving, J (aged, 12, Longridge) emphasised the 

potentially negative impact on younger children.  L (girl, aged 11, Longridge) explained that 

cars commonly sped down her street and that there were (generally minor) accidents most 

weeks.  She said that it was lucky that more cars did not crash, given how fast they travel.  

She associated alcohol consumption with speeding and reflected: 



142 

 

We all get really sad because we donôt understand why people would drive how they 

drive.  Some people, they are very silly because some of these people live in the 

community and they go to a friendôs ... a friendôs house that, like they could walk 

there but they decide to drive there. And then they go, they try to go home but they 

speed and itôs not very far away. 

This is one of several examples where children found adultsô behaviour irresponsible and 

quite inexplicable.  Several children noted that much of adultsô bad behaviour in cars is 

associated with alcohol consumption. At Longridge, several children drew maps or pictures 

with speeding cars as examples of things that should change in their community.  For 

example, one boy drew what he described as ña man drinking while he is driving and doing a 

burn-out near the park,ò he went on to explain that he had witnessed a fatal accident when he 

was little, which he said was caused when the driver of a ute was drinking and speeding. 

At Parksway, dangerous driving and safety in the streets was a dominant issue, with strong 

consensus among the children participating that too many people drove in dangerous ways.  J 

(girl, aged 11) said ñThere are crazy people. Some people just speed.  Sometimes they could 

be drinking, they're just crazy.ò D (boy, aged 9) said ñSome people are totally stupid because 

I have a man in my street ï he tries to show off in his car and he comes in front of my road 

and he makes the whole road all smoky and it stinks.ò 

Children were especially concerned that people ignore road rules. G (boy, aged 10) said 

ñWell people shouldnôt be driving without a license, because an example, there is a person in 

the street who drives a motor bike without a license ï the police came and gave him a caution 

and he still drives it and breaks the rules and makes a loud noise every night and you canôt 

really go to sleep.  He breaks the rules a lot.ò  The children who discussed dangerous driving 

and road safety in detail were in agreement that speed limits are important.  G (girl, aged 9) 

said ñI like some of the speed limits.  Especially near the schools ï the school is safer when 

there are lolly pop people and when they [police] patrol the streets.  Then thereôs ñGo 40ò and 

they [drivers] listen to that but then when theyôre on the highway and it says ñGo 100ò they 

go 110 or 120.ò 

Several children wanted more police on their streets to enforce road rules. However, they 

were hesitant to call the police themselves.  J (boy, aged 10) said that it would be better to ask 

someone else to call the police, as he was concerned that there would be negative 

repercussions for him if the drivers of cars knew he had phoned the police.  J explained ñIf 
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they ring the police then itôs not us doing it; itôs them.  And then the police can give him 

warningséò C (boy, aged 10) said ñ[the police] should be real strict about people going 

crazy, street racing, and [we need] more speed bumps.ò  

In some cases, children spoke of an individual who regularly drove in dangerous ways. In one 

small group discussion, J (boy, aged 10, Parksway) said ñThereôs some guy in my street with 

a motor bike ï he drives it around doing weird things.ò A (boy, aged 10) described a person 

and his bike and asked if it sounded like the same person. J thought it did, and A replied ñI 

think he comes to my street sometimes and does burnouts.ò  In that group, five of the eight 

children thought they had seen the man in question and agreed that he did silly and dangerous 

things. 

Several children described a culture of road racing and dangerous driving, rather than isolated 

events.  For example, M (boy, aged 10, Parksway) described the situation near his house: 

ñLots of people speed past my street and they do street racing. Thereôs lots of speeding and it 

has a street in the night, they block the roads and they start racing; speed racing. They do it 

all night.  I come out at 12.00 oôclock in the night and I look and I saw all these cars parked 

and all girls standing on the cars and men and theyôre all speeding.ò  

Several children, particularly in Parksway, described having experienced incidents of óroad-

rageô or aggressive behaviour when in the car with their parents. Children were often 

particularly distressed when their parents were subjected to rude or hostile behaviour from 

other drivers.  

8.6 No bullying 

A form of violence that concerned children at all sites, and undermined their sense of safety 

in their community, but particularly at school, was bullying. The problem of bullying is now 

well recognised and at all sites, schools had in place programs designed to address the issue. 

From childrenôs perspectives, however, the problem remains firmly entrenched. Several 

children across all sites said that telling a teacher is the best course of action if you are 

bullied, but they observed that telling a teacher does not always stop the bullying.  T (boy, 

aged 11, Lakeview) said that whether or not teachers can help ñdepends on what the problem 

is.ò  He explained situations where children repeatedly trip others over, but say it is an 

accident.  T said ñThere should be more attention aimed at bullying.  Because thereôs a lot of 
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bullying going unnoticed in schools.ò  J went on to say that bullying was particularly a 

problem when there are not teachers around ñbecause thatôs when they hurt you.ò  

At Gardenville, a group year five girls (aged ten or eleven years) described bullying as a 

major problem, generally in the form of girls excluding others, continually making nasty 

comments and ómaking fun ofô others. The discussion in Gardenville, and a similar 

discussion with year six girls in Parksway, revealed the complex nature of bullying. Some 

girls described being bullied by those who they had thought to be friends. In some cases, the 

girls who described being bullied also described their own behaviour toward others, which 

fitted definitions of bullying.  At Riverside, one boy described being subjected to bullying 

throughout his school life. As a result, he felt both unsafe and unwelcome at school. He made 

it clear that he did not consider school to be part of his community, but an institution that he 

had to endure.  

Bullying and violence were major issues in the discussions of school in Parksway. A group of 

boys aged between nine and eleven were particularly concerned about bullying and violence, 

which was a problem that shaped their experience of school. K (boy, aged 10) observed that 

ñThereôs too much fighting in schools.ò This comment was taken up by several other boys. A 

major concern was being unwillingly caught up in fights. One boy explained his experience 

of trying to stop a fight, but then getting into trouble himself. Several boys said they are 

afraid to use the school toilets because there was very often fighting in and behind the toilets. 

Several boys said that teachers did not do enough to stop the fighting, as one boy (J, aged 10) 

said ñSome of our teachers let them go, they don't say anything. Sometimes they just get a 

warning, but that doesn't stop them.ò The problem of teachers not stopping fighting, bullying, 

and violent or aggressive behaviour was a common theme, particularly among the nine to 

eleven year old boys. The boys recognised, however, that the teachers were in a difficult 

position. One boy said ñSometimes they [children who are fighting] get detention. But 

sometimes people donôt care if they get suspended.ò M (boy, aged 10) provided the example 

of a boy in his class who fights with the teacher, swearing and sometimes threatening 

violence. M felt sorry for the teacher, but also felt somewhat nervous for his own safety. He 

said that learning was made very difficult because of this particular boyôs behaviour in class. 

Another boy added that some parents do not care if their children are suspended from school 

or are always in trouble for fighting. 
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Religious difference was identified as one reason for violence on the part of some children at 

Parksway. However, religious difference played out in complex ways and all children 

involved in the research described having very good friends who were different religions 

from them. Religion seemed to be an element in violence perpetrated by a small number of 

children (none of whom participated in the research) who held strong religious views that 

excluded or disregarded the beliefs of others. In these cases, violence was sometimes against 

children of other religions and sometimes against children of the same religion, but different 

denominations or sects. 

At Parksway, children who had a leadership role within the school (for example, those on the 

student representative council, SRC) were described as being particularly susceptible to 

violence or aggression. One boy who was on the SRC said he had been picked on because of 

his role. He felt he was particularly vulnerable because he is smaller and younger than some 

of the children who bully or fight. Other boys agreed with this observation.  

The threat of violence at Parksway meant that these boys felt they always needed to be on 

their guard while at school. J (boy, aged 10) explained ñWe try and play handball and keep an 

eye out. If weôre playing soccer we look out on the soccer field.  Once there was a big punch 

up on the soccer field ï one of the boys kicked the ball over the fence off the ground and then 

there was a big fight.ò The boys in this group indicated that they did not want to fight or be 

caught up in violence ï M (aged 10) said ñIôm really a good boyò and others agreed quite 

sincerely ï but they found it difficult to avoid. 

While the theme of violence, and fighting in particular, was strongest among a group of boys 

aged ten or eleven years, other children also identified bullying as a serious problem. More 

than half the children at Parksway said that other children often swore at them and called 

them rude names at school. G (aged 9) said ñat school some kids are mean, so ... and every 

time you try to talk they just interrupt.  So ... like when you tell the teacher they usually get 

all grumpy and they still ignore what you are saying. So I think every time somebody is being 

mean to you at school you should just walk away from them.ò Other children agreed that 

walking away is the best strategy, but some noted that when they walked away, the bullies 

followed. 
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8.7 Summarising what children told us about safety 

Children considered safety to be an essential element of a good, supportive community. 

Significantly, at the four disadvantaged sites, most children felt unsafe in their communities 

some or most of the time.  Poverty and social disadvantage matter greatly to childrenôs sense 

of safety. In line with adultsô concerns identified in the Australian Council on Education 

Research, childrenôs concerns revealed by this research emphasised issues about strangers 

and road safety. However, hearing a child standpoint on safety provides important detail and 

nuance ï it contributes much to an understanding of how and why these issues undermine 

safety within a community.  

From a child standpoint, concern about strangers is closely interwoven with the nature of 

day-to-day interactions with others ï particularly adults ï in the community. Respectful, 

supportive and friendly interactions enhance both childrenôs sense of thin trust, and their 

sense of safety. When interactions are disrespectful, hostile or violent, childrenôs sense of thin 

trust is eroded and they describe feeling unsafe and fearful. The nature of generational 

ordering, which is reflected in day-to-day interactions between children and adults, is 

fundamentally important to childrenôs sense of safety within their communities. While 

generational ordering as a concept alerts us to childrenôs place within unequal social 

structures, children experience generational ordering differently. This research clearly 

indicates that childrenôs experience of generational ordering, reflected in interactions with 

both known and unfamiliar people, has important implications for their sense of safety. 

Importantly, childrenôs concerns about strangers are not based solely or primarily on the 

urban folk tales, identified by Malone as influencing young people, in her study in Victoria. 

In this research, childrenôs concerns were based on their lived experiences: their treatment by 

others; their observations of adult behaviour; as well as the messages they received from a 

media industry that often highlights the dangers facing children in contemporary society.  

For the children in this research, road safety was a priority issue. However, hearing a child 

standpoint makes us aware that óroad safetyô is intrinsically linked to generational ordering 

and to the aggressive and violent behaviour in which some adult drivers engage. In discussing 

safety in the streets of their community, children did not speak of the possibility that they 

would cross the road without looking carefully. Rather, they emphasised drivers behaving in 

a way that places other road users at serious risk: road-rage, street racing, speeding through 

school and residential zones, burn-outs, and donuts are all forms of car-related violence and 
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aggression identified by children.  All are most common in disadvantaged areas, but are not 

exclusive to them. Generational ordering is also evident in the behaviour of drivers who 

abuse children for legitimately using public spaces and those who throw objects from cars at 

both children and adults.  

From a childôs standpoint, violence in the community is devastating to childrenôs sense of 

safety. Violence must be understood broadly, encompassing the organised drug-related 

violence that shattered childrenôs sense of safety in Parksway, to the car-related violence and 

aggression discussed above, and bullying, which most often occurs within the context of 

school. 

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, children told us that excessive use of alcohol, and 

resulting drunken behaviour in public and private spaces, creates a climate of fear for them, 

within which trust is eroded and a sense of vulnerability prevails. While the Australian 

Council on Education Research study highlights parentsô concerns about drugs, the children 

who participated in this study overwhelmingly identified over-use of alcohol as a major 

factor undermining their sense of safety. Adult drunkenness provides an additional and 

worrying dimension to generational ordering: children who are already in relatively 

powerless positions, are made more vulnerable when adult behaviour becomes unpredictable 

and potentially dangerous. This research is among the first to highlight childrenôs views on 

public alcohol use in Australia. Excessive use of alcohol is a problem that must be addressed 

if children are to feel safe in their communities. 

8.8  Policy implications relating to safety 

Policy Implication 7 

Policies at all levels of government must recognise that excessive use of alcohol by adults, 

and associated drunken behaviour, has a direct and negative impact on childrenôs sense of 

safety and inclusion in their communities, and respond accordingly. 

Policy Implication 8 

State and local governments should act to curb excessive public use of alcohol by adults, 

including by: 

8.1. Providing resources for closer monitoring of alcohol serving venues by 

licensing bodies and law enforcement agencies; 
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8.2. Greater promotion, funding and enforcement of Responsible Service of 

Alcohol (RSA) requirements.  

Policy Implication 9 

Greater attention should be paid to the social impact of licensing new alcohol-serving venues 

and extending the trading hours of existing venues. There is a particular need to restrict 

licensed venues in residential areas. 

9.1. Social impact analyses should be seriously undertaken and should not amount 

to tick-a-box exercises.  

9.2. Specifically, child-focused social impact analyses should be developed and 

implemented. 

Policy Implication 10: 

State and local governments should develop and strengthen existing strategies to make public 

spaces such as parks safe and attractive for children, including children in middle childhood. 

More resources should be allocated to maintaining parks as alcohol-free, drug-free, clean 

spaces where communities, particularly families and children, can socialise. 
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Chapter 9.   Places 

9.1 A brief overview of the literature  

Edward Casey (2001: 683) has described óplaceô as the immediate environment of a personôs 

ñlived body, an arena of action that is at once physical and historical, social and cultural.ò 

While a large number of studies have emphasised the instrumental importance of places for 

children to play and to óhang outô, many also recognise the importance of intangible aspects 

of óplaceô (Burke, 2005; Malone and Trantner, 2010; Woolcock et al, 2010). Rasmussen and 

Smidtôs (2003) research with children in Denmark concluded that ñneighbourhood is 

perceived by children through a number of concrete parts, where social, cultural and physical 

elements are inseparable and interwoven.ò This interconnectivity of physical place with 

social and cultural dimensions of community was highlighted by children involved in this 

research. Similarly, Christensen and OôBrienôs (2003) representation of home, 

neighbourhood and community as overlapping domains resonates with the views of most 

children who participated in this research.  

One of the strongest themes emerging from the literature relating to children and place over 

the past three decades is the idea that children no longer have access to public places as their 

mobility and independence has been constrained by increasingly institutionalised childhoods.  

Based on questionnaires administered to 1310 children aged between nine and twelve years, 

and 1684 parents, Tranter and Whitelegg (1994) argued that children in Australia have lower 

levels of independent mobility than in Germany or England. They attributed this to car-

dependency and childrenôs reliance on adults to drive them to school, local shops or 

recreational activities. As discussed in section eight, others have identified safety concerns ï 

particularly stranger danger and road safety ï as key factors in explaining restrictions on 

childrenôs independent mobility (Taylor and Fraser, 2003; Underwood, 2012). Valentine 

(1996) has argued that the constraints on childrenôs engagement with physical spaces results 

from two contradictory concerns: first, that children must be protected from the dangers of 

public spaces and second, that the public should be protected from the potentially unruly and 

disruptive behaviour of (particularly older) children.  


































































































