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A new perspective on life 
insurance
When thinking about life insurance, 
Australians often think about aspects of life 
that can be controlled or planned.

However, OnePath research conducted 
in 2008 showed that the ‘she’ll be right’ 
attitude of optimism often left Australians 
unprepared for the unexpected. This 
research on Australian attitudes to 
life insurance revealed some startling 
information about the Aussie psyche. We 
are a very optimistic people and, while 
this is a great attribute, more than a third 
of survey respondents did not have any 
plan in place if the worst should happen. If 
the unexpected had occurred, this would 
have led to many Australians families being 
unprepared for the worse and furthermore 
uninsured or underinsured, during times 
when financial assistance would have been 
greatly needed.

Following on from this research, OnePath 
conducted further research in June 2010, to 
get a better understanding of the impact of 
unpreparedness on Australian families.

This year’s ‘Picking up the pieces’ report 
looks into the impact of parental death on 
family members – the remaining spouse 
and their children.

Tips on how to broach the 
taboo subject
The ‘Picking up the pieces’ report aims to 
highlight that while Australian parents can 
never wholly prepare for the death of a 
loved one, there are positive actions that 
parents can undertake to ensure the best 
possible social, educational, psychological 
and financial outcome for their children.

By breaking the taboo barriers and having 
the conversation about planning for the 
unexpected, Australian parents can 
have greater security about the future 
of their family.

OnePath invited Anne Hollonds, CEO 
Relationships Australia NSW, to give insights 
into how to broach this taboo subject now, 
to enable Australian parents to be better 
prepared for the unexpected. 

Recognising the difficulty amongst parents 
of having this conversation, Anne Hollonds 
has prepared simple and easy tips on how 
to have the conversation and ultimately, 
become better parents.

‘They lost their “rock” and our

                        whole lifestyle changed.’
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How much warning did 
you receive?

There’s a tendency to think that if a loved 
one was to become seriously ill or injured, 
you would have adequate time to come to 
terms with and plan for their death. 

Unfortunately this is not the case. According 
to the OnePath research, almost two-thirds 
(63%) of respondents had less than a week’s 
notice of their spouse or parent dying, 
and almost half (43%) found out about the 
death, post the event.

This highlights the high incidence of 
unexpected deaths. Events like car 
accidents are impossible to predict, 
and can happen to anyone, at any time. 
Similarly, stroke and heart attacks can 
also have an immediate and unexpected, 
devastating impact.

The pain and shock of sudden death 
is traumatic for all family members, 
and is worsened if there is no plan in 
place to emotionally and financially 
deal with the loss.

The 2010 ‘Picking up the pieces’ report has 
found that the impact of parental death on 
children worsened when financial pressure 
was added to the situation.

Alarmingly the research found that close to 
one in four children had to move schools 
within two years of the death, due to 
financial pressure.

Further to this, of the children who had to 
change schools due to financial pressure:

 • 69% suffered from diagnosed clinical 
depression

 • 75% suffered from depression, anxiety 
or panic attacks

 • 78% said their academic performance 
suffered.

The research highlighted that financial 
pressure was the catalyst for further 
negative impact in the children’s lives. 
This has led OnePath to think – 
what if families could be better 
prepared financially?

Key insights

 • 63% of respondents had less than a week warning prior
 • 43% only knew of the death after it happened

How life insurance can help
By having the conversation now and getting the correct plan in place, you and your 
family can be better financially prepared in the event of a sudden or accidental death. 

Life insurance is one of the simple options that can help you cover immediate funeral 
and medical expenses, as well as provide the security of long-term financial support 
for your family.
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‘It affects everyone
                            in everyway imaginable.’
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How did it impact your 
family life?

Losing a parent can have a devastating 
impact on a family’s lifestyle. With one less 
income, and one less set of hands around 
the house, it can be extremely difficult to 
make ends meet – particularly when there 
are young children involved.

In this study, 64% of the parents who died 
were the family’s main or equal financial 
provider. Perhaps not surprisingly, a similar 
number of parents (60%) agreed they were 
not able to support their children as much 
financially after the death.

This financial strain is particularly apparent 
when you consider that almost one third 
(32%) of families moved house as a result of 
financial pressure. 

Understandably, death has a detrimental 
impact on children, with the research 

showing that one in two children suffered 
from clinical depression after the death 
of a parent. 

Financial pressure exacerbated the 
devastating loss, with parents not only 
having to change their children’s school, 
but also move house.

Sadly the research found:

Of the children who had to move house due 
to financial pressure:

 • 73% said that their family was unable to 
support them as much as they would 
have if a parent hadn’t passed away

 • 64% said their academic performance 
suffered

 • 64% saw their involvement in school 
activities decline.

Key insights

 • 64% of deaths were the family’s main or equal financial provider
 • 60% of parents agreed that they were not able to support their children as 

much financially.
In the two years after the loss:
 • 32% moved house as a result of financial pressure
 • 56% went on fewer family outings.

How life insurance can help
Life insurance helps protect against the impact of unexpected occurrences in the future. 
It protects a family’s lifestyle if something were to happen. This money can be put aside 
to pay for school fees, take care of the mortgage, and generally keep the household 
afloat. It is designed to protect the contribution working and non-working spouses 
make to the family. 
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‘I did my best to keep things as

                  normal as possible.’
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From comfortable to struggle 
– the financial impact of the 
death of a parent
Of those families surveyed that didn’t have life insurance, 84% surveyed described their level 
of wealth as ‘comfortable’ or ‘adequate’ prior to the death of a parent.

After the death, that percentage dropped to 51%, while the proportion of families who 
described themselves as ‘struggling’ rose from 12% to 46%. 

Just having some life insurance might not be enough
As the graph above shows, people in the survey who had life insurance also experienced 
a significant drop in financial comfort levels after the death of a parent. 

One of the reasons for this is that just having some life insurance is often not enough – 
particularly if you only have a minimum level of life insurance inside your super. Only 5% 
of Australian families with dependent children have adequate levels of insurance cover.*

When you have a family, a mortgage and a lifestyle to protect, you need to ensure your 
life insurance plan gives you an adequate level of cover. 

10
20

0

30
40
50
60

60

70
80

80

90
100

100

41%

43%

12%

3%

52%

37%

11%

1%

11%

40%

46%

3%

20%

42%

37%

0%

  Comfortable  Adequate   Struggling  Not sure

No life insurance
(n=678)

Before After

Have life insurance
(n=235)

No life insurance
(n=672)

Have life insurance
(n=234)
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‘I regret being unable to afford university,

       I was needed to help earn.
I regret feeling that nothing was stable.’
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How did it impact the 
children’s education?

The study showed that the financial and emotional pressures of losing a parent can easily 
have a flow-on effect on a child’s academic performance. 

This was a recurring theme with the research showing that of the respondents who lost 
a parent as a child, almost half (48%) believed their academic performance worsened. 
When the corresponding parents were surveyed, 42% agreed with this level of decline in 
academic performance. 

Working with Relationships Australia, OnePath believes that the drop-off in performance 
could be attributed to a number of factors including grief, distraction, or the additional 
responsibility of looking after their siblings. 

Additionally moving house and/or moving school, meant that children who had recently  
lost a parent, could be faced with the difficult task of relocating to a new house, leaving  
their friends and familiar surroundings and forced to rebuild new friendships, amongst  
other impacts.

Key insights
 • 48% of those who were children had worsened in academic performance 

(from parents’ perspective, 42%)
 • 54% of parents agreed that they would have liked to have provided their 

children with more educational opportunities
 • 17% changed schools as a result of financial pressure.

Of the children who had to change schools due to financial pressure:
 • 78% said their academic performance suffered.

How life insurance can help
The financial support provided by life insurance can be used to take care of ongoing 
expenses – like the mortgage, day-to-day living expenses and private school fees. 
This can help families avoid getting into financial stress, and allow them to stay in the 
family home.

Not only does this mean less disruption and upheaval for children, it could also 
reduce the likelihood of children having to change schools, helping them get the best 
education possible in the circumstances.
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‘I left school in year 11

            to gain employment to assist my
   mother with the bills.’
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How did it impact the 
children’s wellbeing?

We’ve just seen the impact the death of a parent can have on a child’s educational 
performance. But another area of concern identified by the study was a child’s 
psychological wellbeing.

Alarmingly, one in two children who experienced the death of a parent were diagnosed with 
clinical depression. That’s three times the number that had been diagnosed with depression 
before the death of their parent (17%).

As with educational performance, the psychological impacts are even worse for children who 
had to change schools. 

Among the children who had to move schools following the death, 69% suffered from 
diagnosed clinical depression. Furthermore, 79% said they lost contact with some of their 
friends. This drastic change in a child’s life shows the impact of changing schools on a child’s 
support network.

Key insights
 • 51% of children had been diagnosed with clinical depression (17% had been 

diagnosed prior to the loss).
Of the children who had to change schools due to financial pressure:
 • 69% suffered from diagnosed clinical depression
 • 79% said they lost contact with some of their friends.

How life insurance can help
The survey found a link between both a child’s educational performance and 
psychological wellbeing, and the need for them to change schools.

While nothing can be done to prevent the emotional heartache experienced by children 
who lose a parent, life insurance may help parents spend more time with their children, 
afford to raise their children in the same house, attending the same school, and with the 
same friendship and support group – all of which can play a valuable role in helping a 
child through a very difficult situation. It could also assist with seeking professional help 
if required.
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‘The loss of my child’s mother

   has had a lasting effect with depression,
     behavioural disturbance,
loss of confidence, loss of
           friends due to moving away…’



14

Parents underestimate the 
impact on their children
The survey uncovered a difference in the perceptions of parents and children when it comes 
to the changes in a child’s life after the death of a parent.

For example, 35% of children felt they took on more responsibility for paying bills following 
the death of a parent. However, when parents were asked the same question, only 6% of 
parents felt that their children took on more responsibility for paying bills.

This shows that a parent’s perception of the impact on a child, and the impact the child 
actually feels, can be quite different.

‘I had to take on the

            responsibility of caring,
cleaning and cooking
                  for my two brothers.’

 Children’s perspective     Parent’s perspective

More housework More care for siblingsMore responsibility
for paying bills
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‘It’s hard to be both parents.’
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Do you think life insurance 
would’ve helped?

However, the study also demonstrates that there are some areas where financial assistance 
can make picking up the pieces a little easier. Things like holding onto the family home and 
keeping children in the same school can have a significant impact on a child’s future.

Looking at the impact the death of parent has had on families, there’s no doubt some of the 
most significant outcomes are unavoidable. The fact is that losing a loved one is devastating 
for any family. 

Of the parents surveyed who did not have life insurance, 78% felt that in hindsight it would 
have helped to have life insurance, and 52% felt that it is essential for any parent.

With the right level of insurance cover, parents are able to provide the ongoing financial 
support a family needs.

Key insights
 • 78% of those who did not have insurance agreed that in hindsight it would 

have helped if their parent/partner had had life insurance
 • even among those who did not have life insurance, 52% now feel that it’s 

essential for any parent.

Get the advice you need
OnePath believes that every parent should discuss planning for their family’s long-term 
financial future, that includes preparing for the possibility of accidents and serious 
illness.

Ensure that your family has the conversation and has a plan in place.

‘My late husband and I raised our children to

                 accept death
     as a natural part of life.’



Anne Hollonds’ tips to plan for the unexpected

Before the conversation:

Be proactive. The OnePath ‘Picking up the 
pieces’ report has shown that the majority of 
deaths are unexpected, with less than a week’s 
warning. Prepare so that adequate plans are in 
place when you need it.

Write down your thoughts so that you have 
a clear understanding of what you want to 
discuss and get out of the conversation, prior 
to having it. Three key points to help you get 
started are: 

 • be specific about the future you would like 
your kids to have. For example: education, 
lifestyle

 • think about what plans you want in place to 
provide this for your children

 • how as parents you can support each 
other to deal with challenges along the 
way and have the best outcome for your 
children.

Integrate the conversation into your regular 
planning discussions as just another facet 
of good parenting. Make sure you’re both 
relaxed and have time to talk, so you don’t 
feel rushed.

 • Discuss together your shared vision for 
your kids’ future.

 • Being realistic and practical.
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Anne Hollonds, CEO Relationships Australia NSW

Anne has over 20 years experience as a psychologist in relationship and family 
services, interpersonal skills and organisational development. She is a regular 
expert commentator on a wide range of social, family and relationship issues. 
Anne is passionate about the power of good interpersonal skills to enhance all 
aspects of our lives.

OnePath is fortunate to have specialist insights from a leading expert to turn 
the research into a tool to help Australian parents. 

 • Discuss how you as parents can support 
each other to help your kids achieve 
their dreams.

Having the conversation:

It can be hard to discuss the challenges you 
might face, but it’s important to talk about 
the ‘What if’s’ as part of planning for your 
kids’ future:

 • What if our kids suffer from a serious illness 
or wish to pursue a speciality career?

 • What if one of us loses our job, gets sick 
or passes away as a result of accident 
or illness?

Make a plan which includes:

 • how as parents you can each build a strong 
relationship with your children to ensure 
you provide the emotional support they 
will need in difficult times

 • having appropriate practical plans in place

 • having the support of family and friends.

Discuss the option of receiving professional 
advice on strengthening family relationships, 
as well as on practical planning. This is a smart 
investment in the future of your children.

After the conversation:

Put a plan in place that is suitable for your family 
with timings and action points, and review how 
you’re going along the way.
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Research methodology
Who conducted the research?
The research was commissioned by OnePath and undertaken by Ipsos-Eureka Social Research 
Institute, an independent Australian social research company. For more information about 
Ipsos-Eureka, please visit www.ipsos.com.au

What was the research objective?
The objective of the research was to identify insights into the impact the death of a parent 
can have on a family. As part of this objective, the research aimed to identify:

 • the different impacts on parents and children

 • the short and long-term effects on financial and emotional wellbeing

 • the role life insurance can play in alleviating the financial burden of the death of 
a parent.

How was the research conducted?
The research was conducted using an online survey of people from around Australia. Eligible 
respondents were either: 

 • surviving parents who had lost a partner while they had dependent children (n=514)

 • people who had lost a parent while they were a dependent child (n=510)

Total sample size: n = 1,024, with ABS representation across gender, states/territories and 
metro and regional locations.
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‘I didn’t really have the chance

                   to get to know him.’
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