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1. Introduction 

This report is a summary narrative of a select number of graphics from the Slide deck 
report Demographic Outlook – The need for systemic change in foster care, July 2024 
and highlights the key demographic challenges that the foster care sector in New 
South Wales is facing. 
 
2. Population  

Let’s start with the punchline, despite strong population growth New South Wales is 
running out of foster carers. Let’s start with the punchline, despite strong population 
growth New South Wales is running out of foster carers. This is not a result of poor 
marketing campaigns but rather a result of demographic tightening. A systemic 
overhaul of the foster care sector in New South Wales is needed to counter the 
alarming shrinkage of the pool of potential foster carers from a demographic 
perspective. 

At first glance, it’s hard to see why New South Wales might be running out of foster 
carers. The foster child age group (0-17) is projected to grow by only 4 per cent in the 
coming decade while the foster carer cohort (aged 18+) will see much higher growth 
of 14 per cent (see Graphic 1). Despite population growth in the right age group, the 
foster carer pool has been drying out. As a migration nation, over two thirds of 
population growth come from overseas and only one third from natural increase (more 
births than deaths). This led to a relative decline in the share of the population that 
holds Australian citizenship over the 10 years to 2021 (see Graphic 2). A more 
multicultural society has many advantages, but it limits the share of the population 
than is available to foster. By 2021, 15 per cent of the population aged 21 to 75 were 
non-citizens in NSW. 

Gen Z 
New South Wales will see a strong influx of young people belonging to Gen Z in their 
20s in the coming decade (see Graphic 3). While legally they could become foster 
carers, this cohort will likely not add any significant depth to the foster carer pool. 
Australians now start families much later in life. The median dad is five years older 
than he was in the 1970s, while the median mother is six years older (see Graphic 
4). If the broader social trend is towards people only starting families in their early 30s, 
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it is very unlikely that it will be possible to draw many foster carers from people aged 
in their 20s. The strong population growth in the 20s is empty calories that can not be 
translated into carers in the coming decade. 
 
Millennials  
Millennials (also known as Gen Y) are the biggest growth cohort in absolute terms in 
the coming decade. Now in their 30s and 40s, they are about to reach middle age in 
the coming decade. Traditionally, having the biggest generation reaching the young 
family stage of the lifecycle would typically suggest more foster carers to enter the 
system. This will not be the case this time around.  
 
Millennial families tend to rely on two (increasingly full-time) income earners to pay 
the bills. Over the last four decades, the female workforce participation rate has 
continued to increase and is now at a very high level. This means Millennial families 
have little spare time at their disposal (see Graphic 5). It will be an uphill battle to 
convince Millennial parents to spend their limited spare time to engage in the role of 
a foster carer. Also, very high costs of living ensure that few Millennials can afford to 
purchase spare bedrooms. They will feel they don’t have large enough homes to 
accommodate more people. 
 
This isn’t encouraging news at all when looking for new Millennial foster carers. 
Millennial families settle wherever they can afford a family-sized home. This leads to 
increased socio-economic segregation. Wealthy Millennials will buy into the middle-
suburbs of Sydney and the secondary cities in New South Wales. Even high-income 
earners are being pushed to the financial limit and may be reluctant to take on foster 
care responsibilities in addition to this. Millennial families on the lower end of the 
income spectrum are pushed to the urban fringe and into relatively cheap greenfield 
developments far away from the employment centres. In practice this means poorer 
New South Wales residents spend more time commuting, further limiting the time 
available to act as a foster carer. 
 
In the past strong growth of families in their 30s and 40s would have been a promising 
sign for the recruitment of foster carers, this time around it’s much harder to tap into 
this cohort. 
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Gen X 
People born in the 1960s and 1970s belong to Gen X. This is an exceptionally small 
generation as they were not only born in a time of historic low migration intake but 
also at the time of when the contraceptive pill was introduced. Now aged in their 50s, 
this cohort will see relatively little growth in the coming decade as most migrants 
coming into Australia are below the age of 40. 
 
The next ten years will be particularly hard on Gen X, with pressure coming from three 
different angles and suggesting further reluctance to become foster carers.  Firstly, 
they still have financially dependent children (even if some of them might have already 
moved out of the parental home). Secondly, they increasingly have financial or care 
responsibilities towards their own aging parents. Thirdly, they are the generation most 
likely to have upgraded their family home recently to benefit from the low interest rates 
during the pandemic years. 
 
These three pressure points most likely make the 2020s the most challenging decade 
in the life of Gen X. They will be very much concerned with their own affairs in the 
coming years and might be hard to win over as foster carers. 
 
 
Baby Boomers 
 
The strongest relative population growth will occur in the 70s cohort. These are retiring 
Baby Boomers (see Graphic 1).  On paper, this cohort looks like a great opportunity 
for the foster care system in New South Wales in the coming decade. However, it 
does come with significant challenges. 

Foster care must be packaged in a way to be attractive for Baby Boomers. Flexibility 
is the key. Baby Boomers reinvented every stage of the lifecycle, and they will do the 
same with retirement. In five years, even the youngest Baby Boomer will be of 
retirement age.  

People try to reinvent themselves post-retirement and it might be possible to convince 
some people to make fostering part of their new identity. Since Baby Boomers are 
relatively reluctant to downsize and still live in the large family home, they are the 
cohort with the highest number of spare bedrooms. 
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Recent trends show that Baby Boomers tend to stay engaged with work for longer. 
Many slide into retirement, gradually minimising their workload over a few years. They 
want to draw an income while increasing their spare time. This trend will only intensify 
as a larger share of new retirees are knowledge workers who can easily extend their 
working career – physical labourers can’t continue to lay bricks into their 70s. 

Finding foster carers in their 70s that are in good enough health to care for children 
will be a challenge. This is the time of the lifecycle where health conditions start 
occurring (see Graphic 6) which might minimise the motivation to take in foster 
children. 

However, it might be possible to utilise some of the aging Baby Boomers in the foster 
system after all. The early 70s are the phase of the lifecycle when volunteering peaks 
(see Graphic 7) but Baby Boomers as a group will likely be reluctant to dedicate too 
much time to fostering. They view the 2020s as their golden years, as their time in the 
sun. They want to harvest the fruits of their labour now and are keen to travel, to visit 
grandkids (that just started arriving at scale). Baby Boomers might be utilised as 
respite carers in accordance with their own calendars. To reach Baby Boomers, you 
need to fully operate on their terms and proactively reach out to them. 

 
Population growth clusters 
 
Most of NSW’s population growth continues to be concentrated in Sydney. New 
migrants tend to settle near universities if they are international students or near the 
biggest job clusters if they are skilled migrants. About two thirds of population growth 
comes from migration and many of these new migrants will not be available to foster 
as most migrants (more than 3 in 4) are aged 18 to 39. Also, in a nation where two 
thirds of population growth depend on migrants, the Australian concept of foster 
care needs to be continuously explained to newcomers. 
 
This decade will see strong growth on the urban fringe of Sydney where young 
Millennial families move into family-sized homes (see Graphic 8). These families in 
theory are potential foster carers. Since the urban fringe is also where lower income 
families are located, we might assume that Millennial families are in geographical 
vicinity to foster care needs.  
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Mental health of foster children 
Foster children are much more likely to display poor mental health (see Graphic 9). 
This might lead some potential foster carers to shy away from entering the system. In 
a sense this is the downside of an increased public awareness regarding mental 
health challenges.  
 

3. Workforce  

We know that most foster carers invest at least some of their own financial resources 
when caring for their foster children. Due to rising costs of living, the middle- and 
lower-class in NSW are effectively priced out of foster care as they don’t perceive 
themselves as having any additional resources to spare. The number of spare 
bedrooms across the state is also declining because few people can afford to pay for 
a room they don’t explicitly need. Adding another person to the household might be 
seen as impractical if space is in short supply. 
 

Over the last four decades, more and more households relied on two income earners. 
There are precious few households left where one parent (traditionally mum) is home 
for most of the time.  
 
Financial pressures result in fewer hours in the day available to be spent on 
childminding. Potential foster carers might not see themselves as having enough time 
to do justice to the complex care needs a foster child might have. This is particularly 
the case for Millennials who see themselves as very involved parents. 
 
The workforce in NSW continues to hollow out (see Graphic 10). This means fewer 
workers earn middle-income wages (see skill level 3 in Graphic 11) while more 
workers earn higher wages (skill level 1 in Graphic 11). The erosion of the middle-
class (fewer skill level 3 jobs) at the same time as the cost of living keeps rising (one 
example in Graphic 12) means that only higher income earners might perceive 
themselves as having any financial wiggle room to take on additional caring 
responsibilities. Traditionally it was the middle-class, rather than the rich and poor 
extremes of the workforce, that provided the bulk of the foster carer population. 
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The lower middle-class (roughly $50,000 to $100,000 in household income) is 
overrepresented in the foster carer cohort (as shown in Graphic 13). Household 
growth occurred below and above that income spectrum. The restructuring of the 
workforce, the erosion of the middle-class in NSW, makes the recruitment of foster 
carers harder rather than easier. Also, the high-income earners that are potentially 
more likely to have financial wiggle room to foster, live increasingly geographically 
divided from low-income earners who are more likely to contribute to the demand for 
foster care. This segregation limits the awareness of the need for more foster carers 
– this awareness might be improved through very targeted (social) media campaigns. 
 

4. First Nations in New South Wales 

In New South Wales, Indigenous children are significantly overrepresented in the 
foster care system. The Census data on foster children is imperfect but provides 
a general perspective of this overrepresentation. Indigenous kids (0-17) represent 9 
per cent of all children but make up 44 per cent of all foster children. The actual 
number and share of Indigenous foster children might well be higher than can be 
concluded from Census data (See Graphic 14). 
 
Finding adequate care for Indigenous foster children is a pressing and challenging 
issue in New South Wales. In the last ten years, the number of New South Wales 
residents who self-identified as Indigenous went up significantly across all age 
groups.  
 
This speaks to a larger social acceptance of Indigenous people in New South Wales 
as much as it suggests more people take pride in their Indigenous heritage and feel 
confident enough to declare this on the Census form.  
 
Target the sense of Indigenous pride to establish a movement dedicated to closing 
the gap by fostering. These newly self-identifying Indigenous cohorts might be worth 
targeting. The idea is to present foster care as a crucial tool to close the gap. 
 
Indigenous disadvantage (the Indigenous/non-Indigenous pay gap in Graphic 15 
being one example) has multiple origins, one of them is geographic in nature. 
Remote locations offer fewer economic opportunities and pay lower wages. It is these 
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disadvantages and remote locations that are more frequently occupied by 
Indigenous populations (as seen in Graphic 16 and Graphic 17). 
 
There are two obvious solutions. One, encourage Indigenous population to settle in 
cities where economic opportunities are better. Two, bring economic opportunities to 
remote localities. Neither of these solutions is in the hands of ACWA. Neither 
solution will play out at scale soon. The status quo of remote living resulting in 
economic disadvantage will likely remain. 
 
Concluding statement 
 

Overall, trying to squeeze enough foster carers out of the current and future 
population of New South Wales is very much an uphill battle against demographic 
trends.  
 

Foster care faces systemic challenges that require systemic solutions. Despite 
continued population growth in all age cohorts, the traditional pools of foster carers 
are increasingly drying up. 
 

Professionalising foster care and renumerating the work accordingly might be an 
option. It might also be worth investigating how preventative measures aimed at 
minimising the number of children entering the foster care system could be funded. 
 
In either case, the old ways of recruiting are unlikely to provide sufficient foster carers 
in New South Wales to service the growing need. 
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Graphic 1: New South Wales population by age in 2024 and 2034 

Source: Centre for Population 
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Graphic 2: NSW is home to more non-citizens than before 

Source: ABS Census 2021  
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Graphic 3: New South Wales’s population (Pop) and labour force (LF) by 
generation (2024 & 2034) 

Source: ABS & Centre for Population  
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Graphic 4: Median age of parents at birth in Australia by gender from 1934 to 
2022 

Source: ABS Births Data 
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Graphic 5: Female labour force participation by age  

Source: ABS Labour Force, Australia, Detailed  
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Graphic 6: Proportion of population with or without chronic health conditions 
by age in New South Wales 

Source: ABS Census 2021 
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Graphic 7: Share of population by age who volunteer or provide unpaid care 

Source: ABS Census 2021 
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Graphic 8: Population change June 2022 to June 2023 by SA2 

Source: ABS 
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Graphic 9: Share of foster children and natural/adopted children by age who 
report poor mental health 

Source: ABS Census 2021 
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Graphic 10: Workforce in New South Wales by skill level from Nov 1987 to Nov 
2023 

Source: ABS Labour Force 
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Graphic 11: Median income for full-time employed workers in Australia by age 
and skill level 

Source: ABS Census 2021 
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Graphic 12: Employee households in Australia: Mortgage interest charges, 
annual movement (in %) 

Source: ABS Living Cost Indexes 
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Graphic 13: Family income of all families and families with foster child present 

Source: ABS Census 2021 
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Graphic 14: Share of population by age self-identifying as First Nations in New 
South Wales 

Source: ABS Census 2011 & 2021 
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Graphic 15: Median income for all employed people by age and First Nations 
status in New South Wales 

Source:  ABS Census 2021 
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Graphic 16: Share of the population by SA2 that self-identifies as First Nations 

Source:  ABS Census 2021 
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Graphic 17: Share of population by age self-identifying as First Nations in New 
South Wales by remoteness area 

Source:  ABS Census 2021 
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Disclaimer 

 

© 2024 Business Demographics Pty Ltd, trading as The Demographics Group (“TDG”). All rights reserved.  

The use of any TDG name or logo is prohibited without TDG’s prior written consent. 

The information contained in this document has been prepared for the purpose set out in the agreement 
between Association of Children’s Welfare Agencies Ltd (“ACWA”) and TDG dated 2 May 2024. 
Notwithstanding the terms of the agreement, TDG makes no warranties or representations that the use of 
the information in the report by ACWA will lead to any particular outcome for ACWA. This report was not 
prepared for the purpose of legal or accounting advice and must not be relied on as such. Legal and 
accounting advice should be sought from an appropriately qualified expert.  

Although we endeavour to provide accurate and timely information, we do not guarantee that such 
information is accurate, complete or reliable as of the date it is received or that it will continue to be 
accurate, complete or reliable in the future. This report will not reflect any data or circumstances which 
occur, or are collated, after the date of this report and TDG is under no obligation in any circumstance to 
update this document, in either oral or written form, for events occurring after the final deliverable.   

To the extent permissible by law, TDG shall not be liable for any errors, omissions, defects or 
misrepresentations in the information or for any loss or damage suffered by persons, including third parties, 
who may use or rely on such information (including (without limitation) for reasons of negligence, negligent 
misstatement or otherwise).  

TDG have indicated within this report the sources of the information provided. TDG has not sought to 
independently verify those sources unless otherwise noted within the document. 

This document should not be used or relied upon by any third party. This document is subject to copyright.  
TDG acknowledged that ACWA has the ongoing right to use the content of the report publicly in the 
following ways - in media activities, in external and internal presentations, on our website and blog and on 
other social media platforms. 
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