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Introduction
There is strong and unequivocal evidence, from Australia and other developed countries, that factors such as 
income, socioeconomic status, employment status and educational attainment are associated with inequalities 
in health (Berkman et al., 2000; Turrell et al., 2006). The health burden in the Australian population attributable 
to socioeconomic disadvantage is large and much of this burden is potentially avoidable (Turrell et al., 2006). 
Socioeconomically disadvantaged groups experienced more ill health, and were more likely to engage in 
behaviours or have a risk factor profile consistent with their poorer health status (Turrell et al., 2006). These 
inequalities are important from both social justice and economic perspectives—not only can they be considered 
‘unfair’ and preventable, but they also have high direct and indirect costs on the health system (Sainsbury and 
Harris, 2001).

The mechanisms—at both individual and community levels—through which social and economic factors influence 
health, and through which health inequalities perpetuate, are only beginning to be understood. Nonetheless, 
there is growing interest in identifying opportunities for the health sector to act to reduce health inequalities. In 
response, the NSW Department of Health has developed a Health and Equity Statement (NSW Department of 
Health, 2004). As well as setting out priorities for action by NSW Health, the Statement recognises that many 
of the factors that contribute to health inequalities lie outside the control of the health system. It emphasises the 
need for strong partnerships among clinicians, community and consumer groups, and other government and 
non-government organisations to tackle these issues, and provides guidance on how to build these partnerships. 
It will act as a platform for future planning and decision-making within the NSW health system to reduce ‘gaps’ 
in health and health outcomes.

This chapter presents data on social and economic factors that are associated with health. These include indicators 
of household income, income sources, pensions, unemployment rates, family composition, school retention 
rates, crime rates and social capital. The indicators are based on data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics; 
the NSW Population Health Survey; the NSW Department of Education and Training; and the NSW Bureau 
of Crime Statistics and Research. Further information on the effects of social determinants on health outcomes 
can be found in the chapter on socioeconomic status. 

Low income is one of the main determinants of poverty, which is closely linked to poor health. Average total 
weekly earnings figures, which are published by the Australian Bureau of Statistics each quarter, provide one 
measure of income. The averages are calculated based on the total number of employees, not the total population 
of working age. Changes in the averages may be affected not only by changes in the level of earnings of employees 
but also by changes in the overall composition of the wage and salary earner segment of the labour force. For 
example, an increase in the number of part-time employees will generally lower the average.
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Dollars per week Mean gross household income 1,360 974 1,212
 Median gross household income 1,125 770 970
 Mean equivalised disposable household income 618 492 571
 Median equivalised disposable household income 554 425 514
Per cent of households
 
 
 
 
 

Zero or negative income 0.4 0.5 0.4
Wages and salaries 64.4 48.7 58.4
Own unincorporated business income 5.0 6.2 5.4
Government pensions and allowances 21.3 35.1 26.6
Other income 9.0 9.5 9.2
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0

Note:	 Estimates are for households and persons resident in private dwellings. Estimates are based on 1537 households in Sydney and 
1093 households in the balance of NSW. 

Source:	 ABS Household Income and Income Distribution, Australia, 2003–04 (Catalogue no. 6523.0) 

Income is one of the main determinants of poverty, 
which is closely linked to poor health.

In NSW in 2003–04 the mean or average income 
per week was $1,212. In Sydney the mean income 
per week ($1,360) was 40% higher than in the rest 
of NSW ($974).

The median income (where half of the households 
have an income above and half below the medi-
an) was $970. Median income in Sydney ($1,125) 
was almost twice as high has in the rest of NSW 
($770).

Disposable income is gross income less the value 
of income tax and Medicare levy to be paid on the 
gross income and is a better indicator of the resourc-
es available to a household to maintain its standard 
of living. Equivalised disposable household income 

■

■

■

■

adjusts the disposable income of a household for 
the number of people living in a household, with 
the weighting for adults being higher (0.5) than for 
dependent children (0.3) (ABS, 2005). In contrast 
with the mean gross income, the mean equivalised 
disposable income in Sydney was only 26% high-
er ($618 per week) than that for the rest of NSW 
($492 per week).

In NSW in 2003–04 the source of more than half of 
household incomes (58.4%) was from wages and 
salaries. In Sydney the proportion of income de-
rived from wages and salaries accounted for 64.4% 
of total household incomes while 21.3% was de-
rived from government pensions and allowances. 
Comparative proportions for the rest of NSW are 
48.7% and 35.1%. Negative income such as losses 
in household investments was estimated for 0.4% 
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Aged pension Disability/sickness benefit

Per cent of eligible population Per cent of eligible population

Number Number

Aged pension, disability and sickness benefit recipients by health area,
NSW June 2006

72.3     107,802 5.5 51,324Sydney South West

Health Area

63.8     108,369 4.8 39,247South Eastern Sydney
& Illawarra

71.7      78,419 5.5 42,048Sydney West

52.5      87,025 3.3 24,804Northern Sydney
& Central Coast

74.0      99,246 8.7 47,022Hunter &
 New England

66.7      60,347 10.4 31,020North Coast

65.9      48,588 5.9 17,646Greater Southern

68.4      30,985 7.1 13,886Greater Western

ASGC Category

64.9     404,174 5.1 171,389Major cities

67.2     151,499 7.8 69,842Inner regional

65.1      58,353 6.8 22,572Outer regional & remote

66.3     622,002 5.8 267,203NSW

Note:	 The eligible population for aged pensions comprised persons aged 65 years and over and for disability and sickness benefits, 
comprised persons aged 15 to 64 years. Disability and sickness benefits included disability support pension, sickness allowance, 
mobility allowance, and carer allowance. Postcodes were grouped according to Australian Standard Geographical Classification 
(ASGC) Remoteness categories on the basis of Accessibility/Remoteness Index for Australia (ARIA+ version) score. 

Source:	 Centrelink, Canberra (unpublished data). 

The level of receipt of income support in a commu-
nity provides a measure of the amount of poverty. 
The level of receipt of specific benefits, such as age 
pension, or sickness or disability benefits, provides 
an indication of the number of people who are both 
economically disadvantaged, and have high need 
for health services.

The age pension is both income and assets tested. It 
is currently payable at age 65 years. In June 2006, 
622,002 people in NSW received the age pension. 
This constituted 66.3% of the total NSW popula-
tion in the eligible age group. The Hunter & New 
England and Sydney South West Area Health Serv-
ices had the largest proportion of older people re-
ceiving the age pension (74.0% and 72.3%) while 
the Northern Sydney & Central Coast Area Health 
Service had the smallest proportion (52.5%). Older 
people living in inner regional areas (67.2%) were 
more likely to receive the age pension than those 
living in metropolitan (64.9%) or outer regional 
and remote (65.1%) areas.

■

■

Government benefits for people who need support 
as a result of disability or sickness include disabil-
ity support pension (for people unable to work for 
two years due to illness, injury, or disability), sick-
ness allowance (for people temporarily unable to 
work due to illness, injury, or disability), mobil-
ity allowance (for people with disabilities to help 
them travel to work, training, or job search activi-
ties) and carer allowance (for people who care for 
a child with a disability at home). In June 2006, 
267,203 people in NSW received disability or sick-
ness benefits. This comprised 5.8% of people in the 
eligible age group. The North Coast Area Health 
Service had the largest proportion of residents re-
ceiving these benefits (10.4%) and the Northern 
Sydney & Central Coast Area Health Service had 
the smallest proportion (3.3%). People in the eligi-
ble age group living in outer regional and remote 
(6.8%) and inner regional (7.8%) areas were more 
likely to receive these benefits than those living in 
metropolitan areas (5.1%).  
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Unemployment benefit Parenting payment

Per cent of eligible population Per cent of families with dependent children

Number Number

Unemployment and family assistance benefit recipients by health area,
NSW June 2006

4.1      38,030 32.9 44,873Sydney South West

Health Area

3.1      25,164 24.0 24,686South Eastern Sydney
& Illawarra

3.5      27,155 28.3 34,459Sydney West

2.0      15,190 16.7 17,786Northern Sydney
& Central Coast

5.7      30,393 32.9 28,619Hunter &
 New England

7.1      21,183 41.8 20,104North Coast

4.3      12,926 27.8 13,537Greater Southern

5.4      10,583 31.9 10,619Greater Western

ASGC Category

3.3     112,481 26.2 126,969Major cities

5.1      45,750 31.9 46,994Inner regional

6.0      20,145 32.6 18,470Outer regional & remote

3.9     181,112 28.3 195,075NSW

Note:	 The eligible population for unemployment benefits comprised persons aged 15 to 64 years. Unemployment figures as at 30 June 
2006. Unemployment benefits comprised Youth Allowance, Newstart Allowance and Mature Age Allowance. Family assistance 
benefits comprised Parenting Payments (single and partnered). Postcodes were grouped according to Australian Standard 
Geographical Classification (ASGC) Remoteness categories on the basis of Accessibility/Remoteness Index for Australia (ARIA+ 
version) score. 

Source:	 Centrelink, Canberra (unpublished data). 

Benefits paid to unemployed people include Youth 
Allowance (for people aged under 21 years who 
are unemployed or under 25 years and undertak-
ing full-time studies), Newstart Allowance (for un-
employed people aged 21 years or over), and Ma-
ture Age Allowance (for older unemployed people 
aged 60 years or over and below age pension age). 
People getting Newstart or Youth Allowance must 
meet the ‘activity test’, a set of requirements to 
show they are actively looking for work. In June 
2006, 3.9% of the total population in the eligible 
age group (181,112 people) in NSW received un-
employment benefits. The North Coast Area Health 
Service had the largest proportion of working age 
adults receiving unemployment benefits (7.1%) 
while the Northern Sydney & Central Coast Area 
Health Service had the lowest (2.0%). Almost 1 in 
16 (6.0%) working age adults living in outer re-
gional and remote areas received unemployment 
benefits, compared to 1 in 20 (5.1%) of those in in-

■ ner regional areas, and only 1 in 30 (3.3%) of those 
living in metropolitan areas.

Family assistance benefits are paid to help with the 
cost of raising children. They include Family Tax 
Benefit, which is income tested (but a minimum 
amount is paid to all applicants), and Parenting 
Payment, which is paid to primary carers of chil-
dren, and is subject to more stringent income and 
assets tests. In June 2006, almost one-third (28.3%) 
of families (195,075 families) with dependent chil-
dren in NSW received Parenting Payment. The 
North Coast Area Health Service had the largest 
proportion of families receiving Parenting Payment 
(41.8%), while the Northern Sydney & Central 
Coast Area Health Service (16.7%) had the lowest. 
Almost a third of families with dependent children 
in inner regional (31.9%) and outer regional and 
remote (32.6%) areas of NSW received this ben-
efit, compared with just over a quarter (26.2%) of 
these families living in metropolitan areas.  

■
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2006, 3.9% of the total population in the eligible 
age group (181,112 people) in NSW received un-
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Service had the largest proportion of working age 
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while the Northern Sydney & Central Coast Area 
Health Service had the lowest (2.0%). Almost 1 in 
16 (6.0%) working age adults living in outer re-
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benefits, compared to 1 in 20 (5.1%) of those in in-
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living in metropolitan areas.

Family assistance benefits are paid to help with the 
cost of raising children. They include Family Tax 
Benefit, which is income tested (but a minimum 
amount is paid to all applicants), and Parenting 
Payment, which is paid to primary carers of chil-
dren, and is subject to more stringent income and 
assets tests. In June 2006, almost one-third (28.3%) 
of families (195,075 families) with dependent chil-
dren in NSW received Parenting Payment. The 
North Coast Area Health Service had the largest 
proportion of families receiving Parenting Payment 
(41.8%), while the Northern Sydney & Central 
Coast Area Health Service (16.7%) had the lowest. 
Almost a third of families with dependent children 
in inner regional (31.9%) and outer regional and 
remote (32.6%) areas of NSW received this ben-
efit, compared with just over a quarter (26.2%) of 
these families living in metropolitan areas.  
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Note:	 Estimates are for households and persons resident in private dwellings. Estimates are based on 1537 households in Sydney and 
1093 households in the balance of NSW. 

Source:	 ABS Household Income and Income Distribution, Australia, 2003–04 (Catalogue no. 6523.0) 

The family and family structure has a strong im-
pact on the health and wellbeing of children and 
their parents. Inadequate family income is more 
common in single parent families, and family 
breakdown can also have adverse social and health 
consequences for children and their parents.

In 2003–04, couples with dependent children ac-
counted for 27.9% of household types. In Sydney 
the proportion (28.8%) was higher than in the rest 
of NSW (26.4%). One-parent families with de-
pendent children accounted for 6.5% of household 
types in NSW in 2003–04. In Sydney the propor-
tion was lower (6.0%) than in the rest of NSW 
(7.5%). Households composed of couples only 
(25.4%) accounted for the second highest propor-
tion of household types in NSW followed by those 
households occupied by lone persons (22.8%).

In NSW in 2003–04 the average number of persons 
per household was 2.7 in Sydney and 2.5 in the rest 
of NSW. The average number of dependent chil-
dren per household was 0.7 and this was the same 
in both Sydney and the rest of NSW. The average 

■

■

■

number of persons per household (0.3) was low-
est for persons aged 65 years. The average number 
of employed persons per household in NSW was 
higher in Sydney (1.4) than in the rest of NSW 
(1.1).

Average incomes were higher in households with 
non-dependent children, reflecting higher propor-
tions of employed persons in these households, and 
were lower  in households comprising older couples 
and lone persons, where the numbers of employed 
persons were substantially lower. Households com-
prising one parent with dependent children had a 
mean income of $391 per week, similar to that of 
elderly couples ($396 per week), but only 11% of 
the one parent households fully owned their home 
and therefore a substantially greater proportion had 
to make mortgage or rental payments from their in-
come. Of these households, 54% had government 
pensions and allowances as their principal source 
of income. On average they had 0.8 employed per-
sons in the household (ABS, 2005). 
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Unemployment and labour force participation rates by sex,
NSW 1982 to 2006

Unemployment rate: Males
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Note:	 Unemployed people = people aged 15 years and over who were not employed but were actively looking, and available, for 
work. Unemployment rate = the number of unemployed people expressed as a percentage of the labour force. Unemployment 
to population ratio = the number of unemployed people expressed as a percentage of the civilian population aged 15 years and 
over. Participation rate = the labour force expressed as a percentage of the civilian population aged 15 years and over. 

Source:	 Australian Bureau of Statistics Monthly Labour Force Data. 

People who are unemployed have poorer physical 
and mental health than people who are employed. 
Health problems that are associated with unemploy-
ment include depression and other mental health 
problems, chronic illnesses such as cardiovascular 
disease, and high levels of risk behaviours such as 
smoking. These health differentials are the result of 
several mechanisms. Job loss can be a consequence 
of ill health. Unemployment also causes ill health, 
by reducing people’s ability to purchase goods and 
services—such as adequate nutrition and housing 
—and through its psychosocial effects, including 
lowered self-esteem and loss of social networks 
(Mathers and Schofield, 1998). The impact of un-
employment on health is thought to increase with 
the length of unemployment, with many chronic 
physical and mental health problems acting as bar-
riers to re-employment (Harris et al., 1998).

Official statistics on employment are published 
by the Australian Bureau of Statistics each month. 
Over the last 22 years, the unemployment rate in 
NSW has fluctuated. It peaked in 1993 at 11.6% 

■

■

of males and 9.5% of females, declined from 1994 
to 2000, and has remained relatively steady since 
2000. The unemployment rate stood at 5.5% for 
males and 5.3% for females in June 2006. The un-
employment rate is calculated as a percentage of 
the labour force, rather than of the entire popula-
tion of working age. This latter percentage (known 
as the unemployment to population ratio) has also 
declined over recent years. It stood at 3.9% for 
males and 2.9% for females in June 2006, down 
from a high of 8.4% of males and 4.7% of females 
in 1993.

The male labour force participation rate declined 
slowly over the last 22 years, from more than 77% 
in 1982 to less than 71% in 2006. In the same pe-
riod, the female participation rate rose, from less 
than 44% to 55.5%.   
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All data tables for this report, and more indicators 
on these and other subjects, are available in the web 
version of “The Health of the People of NSW” at 
www.health.nsw.gov.au/public-health/chorep/
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NSW 1987 to 2006

Sydney: 15-24

Other NSW: 15-24

Sydney: 25 and over

Other NSW: 25 and over

Region 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

Sydney: 15–24 12.6 11.5 9.2 9.8 9.9 11.0 11.1 11.1 9.1 9.7
Other NSW: 15–24 21.3 18.2 16.6 13.5 17.5 16.2 12.8 12.8 13.3 13.9
Sydney: 25 and 
over

5.4 4.7 3.8 3.2 3.9 4.1 4.5 3.6 3.6 3.5

Other NSW: 25 and 
over

7.5 7.1 6.7 6.0 5.0 5.8 5.5 5.1 5.1 4.6

Note:	 Unemployed people = people aged 15 years and over who were not employed but were actively looking, and available, for 
work. Unemployment rate = the number of unemployed people expressed as a percentage of the labour force. Unemployment 
to population ratio = the number of unemployed people expressed as a percentage of the civilian population aged 15 years and 
over. Participation rate = the labour force expressed as a percentage of the civilian population aged 15 years and over. 

Source:	 Australian Bureau of Statistics Monthly Labour Force Data. 

Unemployment and its accompanying health ef-
fects are not distributed evenly through the popu-
lation. Unemployment rates in NSW are highest 
among people aged less than 25 years, and are 
higher in rural and regional areas than in urban ar-
eas. Over the period 1987 to 2006, unemployment 
rates among people aged less than 25 years were 
around double the rates in older people in Sydney 
and were consistently more than double in the re-
mainder of NSW. The unemployment rate for 15–
24 year olds in Sydney peaked at 15.6% in 1992 
before declining to 9.2% in 1999 and then rising 
to 11.1% in 2004, declining again to 9.7% in 2006. 
In 15–24 year olds in the remainder of NSW, un-
employment rates peaked at 21.3% in 1997 but had 
declined to 12.8% by 2003 after which there was a 
rise to 13.9% in 2006.

■ Unemployment rates were also consistently higher 
outside Sydney among people aged 25 years and 
over. The unemployment rate in this age group 
peaked in 1993 at 8.4% in Sydney and 9.6% in the 
rest of NSW. It then declined to 3.2% in Sydney in 
2000 and 5.0% in the remainder of NSW in 2001. 
Although there was rise to 4.5% in Sydney and 
5.5% in the rest of NSW by 2003 there has since 
been a decline to 3.5% in Sydney and 4.6% in the 
rest of NSW.

Overall participation rates changed little over the 
period shown, for both age groups and in both re-
gions (data not shown).   
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Student retention to Year 12 by school type,
NSW 1978 to 2005

NSW government schools

Non-government schools

All NSW schools

 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

NSW Government schools 62.3 61.4 61.1 61.2 61.0 62.0 63.8 65.0 65.8 65.8
Non-government schools 79.7 80.2 81.1 82.1 81.6 81.5 82.4 81.1 81.0 80.6
All NSW schools 67.7 67.2 67.2 67.6 67.5 68.2 69.9 70.5 71.1 71.1

Note:	 The apparent school retention rate is the number of full-time students who are enrolled in Year 12 in a given year expressed as 
a percentage of their cohort group at the commencement of secondary schooling. 

Source:	 NSW Department of Education and Training (unpublished data) and Australian Bureau of Statistics.  Schools 2005. ABS Catalogue 
no. 4211.0 

The estimated lifetime cost to Australia of each 
early school-leaver is $74,000. Half of this is a 
direct monetary cost and the remaining half is a 
social cost. Costs borne largely by the individual 
early school-leaver include reduced chances of 
employment, fewer opportunities for job mobility 
and training, decreased financial security, and re-
duced cultural enjoyment. Examples of the costs 
to government and the community of early school-
leaving include increased social welfare costs, in-
creased demand for health services, higher costs 
of crime prevention and detection, and decreased 
social cohesion (King, 1999).

The Year 12 retention rate in NSW doubled between 
1978 and 1994, reaching a high of 70.6% in 1993. It 
then decreased to 67.2% in 1997 and 1998, before 
increasing gradually to 71.1% in 2005. NSW has a 
Year 12 school retention rate below the Australian 
average of 75.3% and was ranked fifth among the 
eight Australian states and territories, behind the 
Australian Capital Territory, Victoria, Queensland 
and Western Australia (ABS, 2006).
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The retention rate in non-government schools was 
consistently higher than in government schools, 
and in 2005 was 80.6%, compared with 65.8% in 
government schools. Government school reten-
tion rates may be more greatly affected by students 
transferring to the TAFE system to complete their 
secondary education. Transfers between govern-
ment and non-government sectors also affect re-
tention rates.

In NSW in 2005 the retention rate for Aboriginal 
students to year 10 was 83.3% compared to 97.4% 
for non-Aboriginal students. The difference be-
tween Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students was 
even more significant in the retention rates to Year 
12 which were 32.1% and 72.7% respectively.

Female students have consistently higher retention 
rates. In 2005 in NSW, the Year 12 retention rate 
for females was 76.3%, compared with 66.0% for 
males, however males may be more likely than fe-
males to leave school to complete their education 
in the TAFE system (ABS, 2006).   
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Assaults and Robberies Thefts

Rate per 1,000 population Rate per 1,000 population

Number Number

Assaults and robberies or thefts reported to police by health area,
NSW 2005

10.1      13,493 40.5 54,109Sydney South West

Health Area

14.7      17,274 64.2 75,584South Eastern Sydney
& Illawarra

11.4      12,522 41.2 45,205Sydney West

7.0       7,799 33.9 37,803Northern Sydney
& Central Coast

13.2      11,008 45.8 38,213Hunter &
 New England

10.4       4,956 36.5 17,327North Coast

11.2       5,256 36.2 16,924Greater Southern

18.6       5,683 50.2 15,299Greater Western

ASGC Category

11.0      53,415 45.8 223,334Major cities

11.6      16,186 39.5 55,288Inner regional

15.8       8,391 41.0 21,842Outer regional & remote

11.7      78,750 44.6 300,518NSW

Note:	 The counting units are recorded criminal incidents. A large number of assaults, sexual assaults, and robberies, are not reported 
to the police. Local Government Areas were grouped according to Australian Standard Geographical Classification (ASGC) 
Remoteness categories on the basis of Accessibility/Remoteness Index for Australia (ARIA+ version) score. 

Source:	 NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research. 

Crime has adverse effects on health. Personal vio-
lence and assault, including domestic violence, has 
direct short-term and long-term effects on the phys-
ical and mental health of its victims and witnesses. 
Victims of property crime may also suffer psycho-
logical harm. Additionally, fear of crime may be 
a factor that limits enjoyment of life. Crime and 
ill-health also share common causes. Areas with 
high crime rates tend to have higher death rates, 
indicating that the social origins of crime—includ-
ing social disorganisation, income inequality and 
low social capital—are also causes of ill-health 
(Kawachi et al., 1999). In NSW, between 2003 and 
2005, there has been a decline in the numbers of 
both assaults and robberies and thefts reported to 
police. Recent trends in recorded crime are identi-
fied and described in NSW Recorded Crime Statis-
tics 2005 (Moffatt et al., 2006).

In 2005, a total of 78,750 assaults and robberies 
were reported in NSW, giving a rate of 11.7 per 
1,000 NSW population. In the same year, there 

■

■

were 300,518 reported thefts (44.6 per 1,000 popu-
lation). These figures underestimate the true rates 
of these crimes, because a large number of assaults, 
sexual assaults, and robberies, are not reported to 
the police. 

Outer regional and remote areas (15.8 per 1,000 
population) had rates of assaults and robberies ap-
proximately one and a half times those of inner re-
gional (11.6 per 1,000 population) and metropoli-
tan (11.0 per 1,000 population) areas. The rate of 
assaults and robberies ranged from 7.0 per 1,000 
population in the Northern Sydney and Central 
Coast Area Health Service to 18.6 per 1,000 popu-
lation in the Greater Western Area Health Service. 
The rate of thefts was highest in the metropolitan 
areas, followed by outer regional and remote areas 
and inner regional areas. The rate of thefts ranged 
from 33.9 per 1,000 population in the Northern 
Sydney and Central Coast Area Health Service 
to 64.2 per 1,000 population in the South Eastern 
Sydney and Illawarra Area Health Service. 
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Coast Area Health Service to 18.6 per 1,000 popu-
lation in the Greater Western Area Health Service. 
The rate of thefts was highest in the metropolitan 
areas, followed by outer regional and remote areas 
and inner regional areas. The rate of thefts ranged 
from 33.9 per 1,000 population in the Northern 
Sydney and Central Coast Area Health Service 
to 64.2 per 1,000 population in the South Eastern 
Sydney and Illawarra Area Health Service. 
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Social capital: safety and reciprocity by health area,
persons aged 16 years and over, NSW 2005

65.3  629,300 46.0 443,000Sydney South West

Health Area

78.6  689,700 57.1 505,300South Eastern Sydney
& Illawarra

75.6  581,000 56.2 440,300Sydney West

87.6  733,300 60.8 511,800Northern Sydney
& Central Coast

77.1  467,600 63.1 384,700Hunter &
 New England

86.4  298,100 63.6 216,000North Coast

86.4  292,500 66.0 219,200Greater Southern

80.9  177,700 61.7 135,500Greater Western

76.42,633,300 54.7 1,900,500Urban

81.91,235,900 63.6 955,400Rural

78.13,869,200 57.4 2,855,800NSW

Note:	 The safety of area indicator includes those who strongly agree or agree that their area has a reputation for being a safe place. 
The question used was: Do you strongly agree, agree, disagree or strongly disagree with the statement My area has a reputation 
for being a safe place? Estimates are based on 11,038 respondents. 462 (4.02%) were ‘not stated’ (Don’t know or Refused) . The 
neighbourhood help indicator includes those who would definitely or possibly be able to ask someone in their neighbourhood 
for help to care for a child. The question used was: If you were caring for a child and needed to go out for a while, and could not 
take the child with you, would you ask someone in your neighbourhood for help? Estimates are based on 10,918 respondents. 
582 (5.06%) were ‘not stated’ (Don’t know or Refused) . 

Source:	 NSW Population Health Survey (HOIST). Centre for Epidemiology and Research, NSW Department of Health. 

The term ‘social capital’ refers to the institutions, 
relationships, and norms, that shape social net-
works, foster trust, and facilitate coordination and 
cooperation for mutual benefit. A key concept of 
social capital is the notion of interlocking networks 
of relationships between individuals and groups 
(World Bank, 2003; CER, 2004). There is evidence 
that state-level indicators of social capital are as-
sociated with measures of poor health, including 
mortality and health risk factors, after adjusting for 
differences in other determinants of health such 
as low income, low education and poor access to 
health services (Berkman et al., 2000).

The aspects of social capital reported relate to so-
cial reciprocity, where people act for the benefit of 
others with the general expectation that this help 
will be returned in the future when they might need 
help themselves; and feelings of trust and safety in 
the local community.
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In NSW in 2005, 78.1% of residents believed the 
area in which they live had a reputation as a “safe 
place”. Among residents of rural NSW 81.9% felt 
they lived in a safe place compared to 76.4% of 
urban residents. Perceptions of saftey in the local 
area also varied by health area. Residents of the 
Northern Sydney and Central Coast Area Health 
Service (87.6%) felt safer than those of the Sydney 
South West Area Health Service (65.3%).

In NSW in 2005, 63.6% of rural residents felt they 
were able to ask for neighbourhood help to care for 
a child compared to 57.4% of urban residents. In 
the Greater Southern Area Health Service, 66.0% 
of residents felt confident in asking for help com-
pared to only 46.0% in Sydney South West Area 
Health Service. 
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