
Finding  
the time
Creating a  
great team
Dealing with  
the tough stuff
PLUS MUCH MORE

L I F E - C H A N G I N G  J O U R N E Y S
H E L P I N G  T O  B U I L D  S T R O N G E R ,  H E A LT H I E R  R E L A T I O N S H I P S  

F O R  C O U P L E S  W I T H  A  Y O U N G  C H I L D  W I T H  D I S A B I L I T Y



- 2 -

© Commonwealth of Australia 2009

ISBN 978-1-921380-39-6

This work is copyright. Apart from any use as permitted under the Copyright Act 1968, 
no part may be reproduced by any process without prior written permission from the 
Commonwealth. Requests and inquiries concerning reproduction and rights should be 
addressed to the Commonwealth Copyright Administration, Attorney-General’s, Robert 
Garran Offices, National Circuit, Canberra ACT 2600 or posted at  
http://www.ag.gov.au/cca
The budget planner tool used in the article Preparing a budget is Copyright Commonwealth 
of Australia, reproduction by permission of the Financial Literacy Foundation, The Treasury, 
Langton Crescent, Parkes ACT 2600 or  
www.understandingmoney.gov.au  

DISCLAIMER: 
The Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs prepared 
the information in this publication and DVD. It draws on information, opinions and advice 
provided by a variety of individuals and organisations, including the Commonwealth of 
Australia. 
The Commonwealth accepts no responsibility for the accuracy or completeness of any 
material contained in this publication and DVD. Additionally, the Commonwealth disclaims 
all liability to any person in respect of anything, and of the consequences of anything, done 
or omitted to be done by any such person in reliance, whether wholly or partially, upon any 
information presented in this publication and DVD.

CAUTION: 
Material in this publication and DVD is made available on the understanding that the 
Commonwealth is not providing professional advice. Before relying on any of the material in 
this publication and DVD, users should obtain appropriate professional advice. There may be 
views included in this publication and DVD which are those of third parties. Note that these 
views do not necessarily reflect the views of the Commonwealth, or indicate a commitment 
to a particular course of action.

Acknowledgements
The Australian Government Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and 
Indigenous Affairs developed this resource with the generous support and expertise of a 
range of organisations and relationship educators. The Department would like to thank 
everyone who has contributed, for their knowledge and guidance and is especially grateful to 
the families and couples whose words have greatly enriched this resource.
FaHCSIA1353.0904



- 3 -

Welcome
Our relationships with the people around us have a significant influence on 
how we feel and how we live. For most of us, at some time, there is one special 
relationship—with a partner or spouse—that deeply affects our lives. All sorts 
of challenges come our way that influence this important central relationship. 
However, becoming a family with a young child with disability is a different 
journey to most for you as a couple and for all members of your family. 
Everyone’s experience is different but, in all cases, the underlying strength of 
your relationships can help you through the ups and downs of this emotional 
journey. We hope this booklet provides you with useful tips, tools and ideas to 
enhance your relationship with your partner and your family.
Having children is one of the most exciting and important times in your life. But 
realising your child has disability can turn your joy to anxiousness, despair and 
even heartbreak. There are so many unknowns on the road ahead. During this time, 
supporting each other and working as a team is more important than ever. Others 
who have been through similar experiences have discovered unexpected reserves of 
strength, patience, capacity for love and even humour. They form new expectations, 
hopes and dreams for the future. They celebrate their child’s unique achievements 
and milestones, and find joy in everyday things. 
You will also develop your own strength and resilience. To help you tap into these 
inner qualities, we have worked with professionals to create this resource. It is not 
the presence or absence of disability that makes a family strong—it is the nurturing 
of family relationships that is the key. You can use this booklet as a guide to assist in 
building and sustaining supportive relationships as you deal with the many changes 
and challenges you may encounter. 
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Working together

A new future
You were probably expecting sleepless 
nights and endless nappy changes. You 
were also expecting to watch your child 
grow and discover the world around 
them. You were looking forward to the 
usual milestones, from their first steps 
to their graduation. Perhaps you even 
dreamed about becoming grandparents 
one day. But finding out your child has 
disability means that some of these 
milestones may not take place or may 
take more time and effort, and a new 

future may be in store. Accepting that 
your child has disability is not easy 
and it takes time. There is no simple 
solution, but you will manage better by 
working together.

“We were told it (having a child with 
disability) would make or break our 
relationship, but we pulled together 
and it has made us stronger,” says 
Paula (The Carers Storybook, FaHCSIA).

How do we talk about it?
Whether your child was born with 
disability, or the disability was a  
result of an illness or accident, it can 
be frightening and traumatic. 
It can be difficult to understand the 
intense range of emotions you may 
be experiencing. In an instant you 

could feel grief, anxiety, love, fear, 
compassion, guilt, denial, anger and 
determination. There is no right or 
wrong way to feel—it is just important 
to talk to your partner about it and 
understand your emotions. 
• Describe what is happening for you. 
• Listen to your partner and 

understand what is happening for 
them. 

• Go easy—on yourself and each other. 
Don’t expect your partner’s reactions 
to be the same as yours.

• Remember, people work through 
grief and anxiety differently—some 
take longer than others, some keep 
busy, some cry and some need time 
to think. 

• Take the time, as often as you need, 
to talk with each other about what 
you are going through. 

‘‘ 
There is no  

right or wrong 
way to feel – it 

is just important 
to talk to your 

partner about it

”
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Working together

Developing better communication skills in your relationship does take practise. 
Becoming aware of how you talk to your partner and learning better ways to 
communicate is worthwhile.  You can support each other through this process by 
using the following five tips: 

1. Listen actively When your partner is speaking, make sure you are 
listening and understanding the ideas and thoughts 
they are trying to tell you. If your partner is speaking 
and you are thinking about what you want to say 
next, then you will not truly understand their point 
of view. 

2. Make eye contact Focus on your partner and try to avoid doing things 
that give the message that you are not listening or 
not interested (e.g. raising your eye brows, reading 
the paper or watching TV).

3. Express your views Say how you think or feel about things. Staying 
quiet can just leave you or your partner frustrated 
and maybe angry. Speak up respectfully and your 
partner will understand you better.

4. Use “I” statements “I” statements help to keep communication positive 
by saying how you think, feel or see a situation 
rather than blaming your partner for how you feel. 
For example, “I don’t want to, and this is why….” 
instead of using blaming statements such as “You 
can’t tell me what to do!”

5. Understand each 
other’s point of view

Be respectful of each other’s opinions, even if they 
are different.  Explore why you each feel this way 
and come to some middle ground or agree to differ 
and move on.
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Working together

How do we move 
forward?
Talking to your partner about how 
you feel, as well as talking with 
others, can help you begin to  
move forward. 

“Being able to share anxieties with 
other parents did wonders for us in 
coming to terms with the idea of 
‘disability’. We were not alone, and 
others coped with what seemed 
much more challenging situations 
than our own,” says Megan 

(NoticeBoard magazine, November 
2006, Association for Children with a 
Disability).  

Recognising your child’s unique 
potential and enjoying them for who 
they are, not who they might have 
been, can help you to accept and adjust. 
You will still be able to make plans, set 
goals and celebrate achievements—just 
not all the same ones you originally 
anticipated. 

 “You must have something to look forward to. The past is just that...the past. 
Learning from experience is a valuable tool, but one that prevented me from 
sticking to the dreams and goals I had set out to achieve. Constantly analysing past 
mistakes and asking ‘what if’ distracted me from seeing my daughter’s strengths 
and development, holding her back as well,” says Barry, a parent supported by a 
member of National Disability Services.

TIPS
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Time for relationships

Not surprisingly, lack of time is one of 
the major issues facing couples today. 
This is especially true for families caring 
for a child with disability. You want to 
spend time together as a couple, but 
you don’t want to neglect your child 
or other areas of your life either. It 
isn’t easy to balance the needs of your 
relationship alongside the demands of 
caring for a child with disability, caring 
for other family members, going to 
work, keeping in touch with friends and 
simply having some downtime every 
now and again. 
When your child has additional needs, 
the temptation is often to put yourself 
and your relationship last. However, 
relationship educators say that couples 
do need to make sure they make time 
for each other. It is also important to 
have some time for fun, both together 
and apart.
If you are finding it difficult to fit 
everything in, try sitting down together 
and using the plan on the next page to 
help find some time for each other.
• Both of you list the regular things 

you do during the week that can’t be 
changed, for example caring for your 
child/ren, personal appointments, 
work-related commitments, study 
and sporting activities.

• Now bring your lists together. What 
do you do together and apart?

• Try to find a balance that you are 
both happy with. You might need to 
compromise, and you will need to be 
flexible.

• Make sure you have some quality 
time alone at least once a week, 
even if it’s only a short period of 
time, but be flexible—if something 
crops up and you need to make 
changes, try not to punish each 
other.

It won’t always be easy. Issues such 
as how much time one or both of you 
spend at work versus how much extra 
time it takes to care for your child can 
be difficult to resolve. Be honest with 
yourself and each other about what 
is really important and what can and 
can’t be changed. You and your partner 
might not always agree but these are 
the sorts of issues you will need to talk 
over. While you might not always come 
up with a solution, it can help if you 
understand each other’s concerns. 

	 “Try to do spontaneous, 
thoughtful things for each other. 
Try to laugh together, talk about 
things other than your child and 
disability issues,” says Janet, a 
parent supported by a member of 
National Disability Services.

TIP

Time for relationships
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Time for relationships

Together e.g. watch a movie
Apart e.g. Jane - coffee with a friend,  Daniel - kick a footy at the oval

Monday

Together

Apart

Tuesday

Together

Apart

Wednesday

Together

Apart

Thursday

Together

Apart

Friday

Together

Apart

Saturday

Together

Apart

Sunday

Together

Apart

It is important to keep in mind the table below will be a guide only and 
unexpected issues will crop up, but planning may increase the moments you 
and your partner spend together as a couple, and with family and friends.

Plan for finding the time
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Maintaining a strong family

Having a child with disability is an 
opportunity to truly understand your 
family and what makes you strong. 
Child and Family Counsellor, Robyn 
Carroll, knows one couple who sum up 
the changes to their family this way: 
“As a couple we knew we were okay so 
we were able to reassure each other 
that this was not about something we 

did. This did not define us as people or 
parents. This was bigger than we were 
individually but not bigger than the 
combination of both of us”. 
Get together and discuss some of the 
strengths you already have as a family. 
Try this exercise to focus your thinking:

Our Family

This is what we think is 
important for our family 
to remain strong or get 
stronger.

e.g.  turning the TV off at dinner time

These are the rituals 
and traditions that are 
important for us to 
maintain.

(Make a list of as many 
activities as possible for you 
to do as a couple and as a 
family. Always have at least 
two things planned for the 
coming weeks.)

e.g. family lunch together on Sundays

This is how we will make 
sure we do things that 
will make us stronger. 

(Make a list of as many ways 
as possible to make sure you 
can find the time, energy 
and resources to do your 
listed activities.)

e.g. putting aside Sunday afternoons for family 
activities only

Maintaining a strong 
family
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Maintaining a strong family

Having a child with disability affects 
everyone in your family including 
yourselves and other children. 
• Talk about each family member, 

how you think they are affected 
and are coping, and if there is 
anything else that can be done to 
help them out. 

• Make sure that, together or 
individually, you have some regular 
one-on-one time with your other 
children.

• Plan for those times, maybe using 
the Plan for finding the time tool  
on page 10.

• Identify other supports available to 
your family:

 • respite services
 • support services for parents  

 or siblings
 • family, friends, neighbours
 • other professionals.

Involving everyone 

‘‘ 
Having a child 
with disability 

affects everyone 
in your family

”
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Understanding each other

Understanding each other
While you might sometimes feel like 
withdrawing into your shell, it is really 
important to keep talking things over, 
especially with your partner.
Remember, at times you will have 
different feelings and different ways 
of dealing with them. Communicating 
openly helps you come to terms with 
your own feelings. It also helps you 
understand what your partner is 
feeling and work out how you can best 
support each other. That means fewer 
misunderstandings and a clearer path 
to decisions and actions.
It can be difficult to come to terms 
with the changes in your life associated 
with having a child with disability. 
You may need to have some difficult 
conversations and make some tough 
decisions. For example, how to meet 
your needs, your partner’s needs, as well 
as the needs of your child with disability 
and those of your other children. 
When you have to think about difficult 
issues and begin to realise that some of 
your hopes, dreams and expectations 
for the future need to change, your 
emotions are likely to be heightened 
and you may feel angry and frustrated. 
This is fine as long as you are able to 
express your feelings without being 
destructive, which is not always easy. 
When we are really angry or upset, 
physical and emotional tension builds 
up and can cloud our judgement.  

This can make it impossible to  
get your thoughts across in a calm and 
rational way. 
Be aware of how you are reacting and if 
you are starting to raise your voice, your 
palms are getting sweaty or your pulse 
is racing it may be a good idea to take a 
break and agree to have the discussion 
later. Before you attempt to tackle the 
topic again, ask yourself the following 
questions:

1.	 What	am	I	feeling? 
Are you feeling angry, 
hurt, embarrassed, jealous, 
disappointed or betrayed?

2.	Why	am	I	feeling	this?	
Identify exactly what has made 
you feel this way. Is there anything 
from the past that could be 
adding to the way you feel?

3.	What	do	I	want	to	change?	
Know what it is that you want 
to work on. What needs to be 
resolved from the past or present? 
What action will you take?

4.	Is	my	reaction	warranted?	
Is your reaction suitable to the 
issue at hand? Consider the 
possibility that you could be 
overreacting.
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Understanding each other

We all react differently to most things. Understanding your own 
reactions and talking about them with your partner can help to 
make sure these reactions do not become stumbling blocks or 
create problems. It may be helpful for you and your partner to 
finish these sentences separately and then make time to discuss 
them together:
• My main hope is…
• My biggest fear is…
• The most important thing now is…
• I’m looking forward to…
• I find it difficult to…
• I love…
• I need help with….
• When I think about my child, the first 

thought that comes to mind is…
• What gives me the greatest joy is…
 (You may wish to add your own ideas 

to this list).

Exploring your 
feelings

“Frequent communication with my partner is vital because it helps us 
to work towards the same goals and outcomes for our child. Together 
we are better at noticing developmental milestones and celebrating 
achievements. When times get tough, talking provides each of us with 
an understanding, confidential sounding board,” says Deborah, a 
parent supported by a member of National Disability Services.

‘‘ 
At times, you  

and your partner 
will have different 

feelings and 
different ways of 
dealing with them

”
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Understanding each other

While you are exploring your own and 
your partner’s feelings and reactions, 
you will encounter differences 
between you and some of them may 
cause disagreements. It can be a 
good idea to agree on a set of rules 
for dealing with situations when you 
disagree.  Here are a few ideas:
• Pick the right time—pick a time 

when you can both give your full 
concentration. Avoid times when 
either of you are tired or stressed.  
Make sure there are no distractions; 
turn off the TV and take the phone 
off the hook.

• Attack the problem—keep your 
discussion focused on the problem 
and possible solutions, try not 
to attack or blame each other 
personally. 

• Stay focused—stick to the present, 
and stay focused on the problem at 
hand. Don’t rehash past mistakes 

that can’t be changed and don’t 
try to tackle every other problem in 
your lives. Address other problems at 
another time. 

• Use the speaker/listener 
technique—if your partner is 
speaking, just listen and try to 
understand what your partner is 
saying before you take your turn to 
talk (see How do we talk about it?  
on page 6).

• Reach a conclusion—decide on 
what to do. You will probably need 
to compromise, remember you can’t 
win all of the time, and nobody likes 
feeling they have lost. If you feel like 
you’re winning, chances are your 
partner feels like they are losing and 
that’s not good for your relationship.

•	 It is important to tackle issues before they become problems.

•	 Focus on keeping your relationship with your partner strong.

•	 Regularly writing down how you feel may be a good way of working out your 
needs and clarifying your thoughts and feelings.

•	 Keep in mind that men and women often have different ways of dealing with 
stressful situations.

•	 Determine the best time to talk about the difficult stuff—avoid times when 
you are highly stressed, in crisis, or under pressure.

TIPS

Resolving differences



- 1 6 -

Understanding each other

Developing your own  
set of rules

RULES FOR DEALING WITH CONFLICT 

eg. always allow each other to walk away and cool down if an argument gets too heated

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.
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Parenthood

Parenting can be difficult at the best 
of times. Raising a child with disability 
is usually even more challenging, as 
your child has unique and possibly 
unpredictable needs. However, Child 
and Family Counsellor, Robyn Carroll 
says “it’s important to remember that 
you bring unique and individual gifts in 
parenting your child.” 
Robyn has found that parents who do 
best have the view that the child with 
disability is a member of the family 
and included in all family activities 
no matter how difficult or disruptive. 
Robyn says: “They talked and planned 
and sought help from others. They 
had a great network of family and 
friends and they allowed themselves 
to be supported. There seemed to be a 
distinction of roles but there was also 
a coming together of the activities 
that they had always enjoyed. They 
continued to be involved in sporting  
and other activities, as were the rest of 
the family”.
Many parents of young children with 
disability say that they have learnt so 
much, that they value life more, and 
that their experience has brought them 
closer together. 
Focusing on the positives is a key  
way many parents stay strong and  
keep going.

Parenthood

Developing 
an agreed 
parenting 
approach
As your child grows, it becomes more 
important for couples to discuss and 
agree on an approach to parenting. 
Once you are clear on this, you 
can also ensure that everyone else 
involved in your child’s life knows 
what is important and how they can 
help to provide consistent care.
Like our individual communication 
styles, our ideas and expectations about 
parenting are often shaped by the 
families we grew up in. Working out an 
agreed parenting approach can be one 
way to strengthen your relationship and 
avoid conflict. 

“Parents need to support and not 
undermine each other’s parenting 
efforts. Before you use new ideas, 
discuss them with your partner and 
anyone else who cares for your child,” 
says Linda, a parent supported by a 
member of National Disability Services.
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Parenthood

Couples may like to do the following activity together. 
Step 1. Identify the issue that you want to resolve.
Step 2. List any experiences that you had when you were growing up, that relates  
 to the issue you are facing now.
Step 3. Work together to decide what experiences were positive and that you  
 might like to use to develop your own approach.
Step 4. Identify what experiences were not positive and that you do not want to  
 see used with your children.
Step 5. Agree on an approach that is right for your children. Make sure that you  
 are both comfortable with this approach. 

Issue: 

His experiences Her experiences

Knowledge or experiences that you want to use with your own children:

Knowledge or experiences that you do not want to see used:

Agreed approach:
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Parenthood

It may help to work out how you 
can share or take turns in the day-
to-day parenting and household 
responsibilities. Agreeing on who 
does what can reduce tension 
that is created when one parent 
feels they are doing more than 
their fair share. It may even help 
to develop some “rules” to ensure 
you can still sometimes put 
yourselves and your relationship 
first, such as taking a regular night 
off or occasional weekend away 
together. 
It is also important to remain 
flexible and let your partner know 
if you are tired, or unwell, or need 
extra help at times. The people 
around you will not always be able 
to read how you are feeling so it 
is really important to ask for help 
when you need it—not only from 
your partner, but from your support 
network.

“What matters is that if one of 
you says, ‘I need you to share this 
with me’, the other will be there. 
Don’t let resentment build if one of 
you seems to be doing more than 
the other. Talk about it and say 
if you need extra help or time to 
do something,” says Stephanie, a 
parent supported by a member of 
National Disability Services.

Being flexible and sharing 
the load
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Building your support network

When you spend so much time caring 
for someone else, it’s really important 
to make sure you have your own 
support network around to draw on 
for advice, comfort, companionship or 
a sympathetic ear when you  
need one. 

“A neighbour often listens to my 
worries and woes about my son—her 
positive attitude is precious to me,” 
says Karen, a parent supported by 
a member of National Disability 
Services.

It is also important that everybody 
in your family has opportunities 
to socialise and develop their own 
networks.
Here are some things to keep in mind 
when developing your own support 
network:
• take the lead—let people know how 

they can help you
• accept offers of help—allow yourself 

to be supported
• keep talking—tell people what’s 

happening, explain how you feel 
about it, get the family together 
to discuss situations and make 
decisions and plans

• there are no instant experts—this 
is probably a new situation for 
everyone including your family 
and friends, which means you’re 
all learning together about how to 
manage and support each other

• involve others—think about having 
someone supportive come along 
to medical appointments, join in 
with other family activities, join a 
playgroup—as well as helping you, 
this expands the network of people 
your child knows and trusts

• say thank you—let people know 
how much you appreciate their 
support

• find out what’s available, link into 
services and support groups and 
understand the local network—
investigate all these by talking 
to your medical practice, the 
Commonwealth Respite and Carelink 
Centre, community health centre, 
local council, friends and school. Also, 
explore the Internet for contacts and 
information on organisations and 
support groups available to you.

Building your support 
network

‘‘ 
It is important 

that everybody in 
your family has 
opportunities 

to socialise and 
develop networks

”
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Building your support network

It can be difficult at times to let 
others in—you may not feel like 
exposing your family’s life or raw 
emotions. You might feel embarrassed 
or even ashamed to ask for help, or 
maybe you’re worried that those 
closest to you will burn out. Perhaps 
you are concerned that no-one else 
does things quite the same way you 
do, or you think that coordinating 
everything and everyone feels like it’s 
more trouble than it’s worth. 
However, it is really important to 
establish a supportive network that can 
provide you with reliable, regular help. 
As well as sharing the load, external 
support, including support services,  
can complement your skills as a parent 
and carer.
Try to accept that sometimes you may 
need help to manage, and sometimes 
your child will need help to achieve their 
full potential. The type of help you need, 
and who can provide it, will be different 
at various stages. 
It may be useful to think about what 
you need now and what you’d like to 
achieve in the short and longer-term. 
Then to help match your needs with the 
right people at the right times, consider:
• Who do you see regularly in your 

local community? 
 e.g. family, friends, neighbours, other 

parents, work colleagues

• How often are they involved? 
 e.g. regularly, sometimes, in 

emergencies only
• How might they help? 
 e.g. babysitting your child or children 

to give you a break, sleeping over to 
help you get some rest, organising 
visits to their house or fun activities 
for your child or children, doing some 
shopping or running some errands 
for you, helping you clean the house 
or tidy the garden

• What other services or groups might 
you and your family find useful or 
enjoyable to be involved with in  
some way? 

 e.g. community groups, volunteer 
groups, local or sporting clubs, 
special interest or hobby groups, 
libraries, health centres, church 
groups.

Keep an open mind and make a note of 
all the possibilities. Something that is 
not quite right for you and your family 
at the moment may turn out to be just 
what you need down the track. 

Sharing the care
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Building your support network

One of the issues you will face 
from time to time is other people’s 
reactions to your child, and not just 
from strangers…sometimes even from 
within your own family.
It is important to acknowledge your 
reactions to these situations, and make 
sure you have a lot of interaction with 
people who are supportive.
It can even be helpful to plan how 
you would respond to other people 
reacting to your child, to be better 
prepared, so these situations don’t 
affect you too much. It may be 
worthwhile talking to your partner 
about this and exchanging ideas.
People in similar situations are often 
a great source of help and support. 
Include these people in the table 
above. For more information about 
support groups and other assistance, 
see Resource directory on page 33.

Responding 
to others 

It might be helpful to set up (and keep adding to) a quick reference contact list of 
your support network, along the following lines:

Person 
or group

Type of help 
or activities 
available

How often they can help 
or you can participate

Phone numbers
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Looking after yourself

You need to look after yourself to 
be able to nurture your relationship 
with your partner and care for your 
children. That’s why it is so important 
to find time to be kind to yourself, no 
matter how busy your life is and how 
much you are needed by everybody 
around you. Factor in time for yourself 
to enjoy being you, to enjoy the things 
that interest you or help you to relax. 
For example:
• make sure you have an occasional 

break from your children 

• catch up regularly with people who 
are supportive and important to you, 
even if it’s just for a short time and 
only every so often, but make sure it 
happens.

Here are some ideas that other families 
have found helpful to look after 
their own wellbeing. Try and think 
of activities you enjoy and can do by 
yourself, or with your partner and child/
children:

Looking after yourself

Activity Purpose Example

Keep in contact To ensure you don’t lose 
touch with family and 
friends.

Phone a friend, meet for 
a coffee or a beer, chat via 
the Internet.

Keep a diary/journal You may want to get 
feelings out and put 
them on paper and this 
may help your stress 
levels.

Write down your thoughts, 
both happy and sad.

Exercise Keeps your body healthy 
and improves your 
mood.

Go for a walk, put on an 
exercise DVD, ride a bike.

Time to yourself All parents need an 
occasional break.

Arrange care through 
respite, a friend or family 
member.

Meditation/
relaxation

Helps you relax and 
improves your mind/
body wellbeing.

Check your local library, 
video shop or talk to your 
GP; sometimes you need 
to try a couple of different 
methods to find the one 
that suits you.

Other
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Looking after yourself

This is not an easy journey. It can be 
distressing and exhausting at times, 
but you don’t have to do it alone. 

“Asking for help can often save a lot 
of time searching for information and 
answers to your questions. Usually 
people are happy to share their 
knowledge and we can all learn from 
each other,” says Elizabeth McGarry, 
CEO of the Association for Children 
with a Disability.

We all need help at different times in 
our lives. Having a child with disability 
is one circumstance where everyone 
involved is likely to need support 
at some stage. Centacare Brisbane 
Metropolitan Services Manager, 
Anne Marie Field says that couples 
who manage best, whether together 
or separated, are those who accept 
supports available to them and who are 
respectful towards each other.

“It took me a long time to get used 
to the idea that it’s okay to ask for 
help from services,” (parent quoted 
in Helping You and Your Family, 
Association for Children with a 
Disability). 

You’ll find that you need particular 
help and support at particular times. 
Depending on the situation, you might 
find the help you need from:
• your partner or closest friend 
• your immediate family 
• other relatives 
• your friends 
• other parents of young children with 

disability
• specific support groups
• counselling hotlines 
• your GP
• your child’s specialists
• respite care
• government agencies 
• local community, charity or church 

groups.
Contacts for services that provide 
support and advice are in the Resource 
directory on page 33.

It’s okay to ask for help

 Things to remember:

•	 You are not alone.

•	 It’s okay to ask for help.

•	 Be the best you can be with what you’ve got on the day.

•	 Assume others are being the best they can be also.

TIPS
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Looking after yourself

Depending on your family’s 
unique situation, you may wish to 
consider respite care for your child. 
Organisations in each state and 
territory provide respite care to give 
parents some “time out”. To find out 
about respite services in your area 
and their availability, see the Resource 
directory on page 33. 

“I used to feel guilty about this thing 
they call ‘respite’ but I don’t anymore. 
It gives me time to relax and recharge 
my energy levels. I look forward to it 
now as a positive thing for everybody,” 
(parent quoted in Helping You and 
Your Family, Association for Children 
with a Disability). 

Respite care

 Things to remember if you are  
considering the respite care 
option:

•	 Respite services provide 
opportunities for your children  
to get to know others.

•	 The whole family can benefit 
from respite.

•	 Taking a break helps you to rest 
and feel re-energised.

•	 Respite care can help families 
cope with the long-term care  
of a child with disability.

TIPS
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Looking after yourself

[child’s name] likes [child’s name] dislikes

Favourite food

Favourite music

Favourite story

Favourite toy

Favourite place

Favourite time 
of day

Favourite colour

Anything else 
you consider 
important

Developing a profile of your child can help you feel more comfortable about 
leaving them in the care of others. 
You might like to use this guide to draw up a profile that gives as much information 
as possible about your child.  

Child profile

Tips and advice for others providing care

Routine for sleeping Routine for feeding/eating

Routine for bathing Routine for changing (e.g. nappy, clothes)

When  [child’s name] gets upset  
you can

It is important to remember  
[child’s name] needs

When  [child’s name] is tired you can When  [child’s name] 

Anything else you consider important



Fi
na

nc
ia

l  
m

at
te

rs

- 2 7 -

Financial matters

Many people caring for a child with 
disability are concerned about what 
expenses will be involved and how 
they will manage their finances.  
There will be numerous additional 
expenses like medication, equipment 
and specialists, just to name a few. 
The financial impact for each family 
will be different and will depend 
largely on the severity of the disability.
Sorting out finances can place 
enormous strain on family relationships. 
Every person’s financial situation 
is different, especially when your 
situation changes dramatically. Rosalie 
Pattenden of Centacare Melbourne 
says research shows that 70 per cent 
of couples say money is a problem for 
them. Rosalie says couples are making a 
sound investment in their future when 
deciding to sort out their finances.
• Sitting down with your partner and 

talking about your finances can help 
you see your situation more clearly.  

• There are many specialist financial 
and support services available that 
may be of assistance to you or your 
family.

• Taking the time to become more 
aware of your spending habits 
and ways to manage money more 
effectively is important. It’s amazing 
how easily money disappears and 
bills add up over time if we don’t 
keep track of them. 

• Developing a budget is a great way 
to keep track of where your money 
is going. Working out a budget and 
having a plan for your money isn’t 
difficult, and it can help you do the 
things you really want. 

• You can use the budget planner 
on the following pages to help you 
work out how much you earn and 
what you spend it on.  

Financial matters
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Financial matters

You may wish to consider looking carefully at your financial situation. You may 
be doing this already but the budget planner on the following pages can help 
you track your spending and check if your income will cover your new expenses.
Start by writing down all of your income and all of your expenses. You’ll need to decide 
whether your budget will be a weekly, fortnightly or a monthly guide. Some people like 
to match their budget to their pay period (if you have a salaried income). Once you make 
a decision, make sure all the numbers you write down are for the same period. 
When you’ve worked out your combined income and expenses, you’ll be able to see how 
much regular income you get and where that money goes over your chosen time period. 
Take away your total expenses from your total income to get your result. 
If you decide to keep your finances totally separate, you may like to have separate 
budgets too.  Just remember you will still need to make some decisions on who will pay 
for what and how you will use your budgets to reach your common goals.
 TOTAL INCOME - TOTAL EXPENSES =  ?

$ $ $
Your result will show whether you’re spending more than you earn or if you have 
money left after your expenses to use for other things. 

Preparing a budget

Income
Work out your regular income. You can adjust this table to meet your specific 
needs if you are not a regular salary income earner.

Type of income Amount received 
each period

Salary or wage (after tax) $	.......................

Other income $	.......................

Pension or government allowance $	.......................

Child support or other payments $	.......................

Regular income from investment properties, distributions from a 
managed fund, or dividends from shares

$	.......................

Other $	.......................

Total	income $	.......................
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Financial matters
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Financial matters

Expenses
Work out your regular expenses. Remember to use the same time frame  
that you chose for your income.  
Next, add up the subtotals to get your total expenses.

Household expenses Education expenses
Rent $	....................... School fees $	.......................

Repairs $	....................... University or TAFE fees $	.......................

Electricity $	....................... Books and uniforms $	.......................
Gas $	....................... Camps/excursions $	.......................
Water $	....................... Other $	.......................
Telephone/mobile $	....................... Sub	total $	.......................
Rates $	....................... Debt repayments
Internet $	....................... Mortgage $	.......................
Pay TV $	....................... Car loan/s $	.......................
Furniture $	....................... HECS or HELP payments $	.......................
Appliances $	....................... Credit cards $	.......................
Groceries $	....................... Personal loans $	.......................
Clothing $	....................... Business loans $	.......................
Gardening $	....................... Store credit $	.......................
Other $	....................... Store cards $	.......................

Sub	total $	....................... Lay-bys $	.......................
Other $	.......................

Sub	total $	.......................

What do we do with our budget?
Is the result what you were expecting? 
If you’re spending all of your income 
(or even more), your budget can show 
the areas where you might be able to 
change your spending habits. If you need 
to make a change you might like to sort 
your expenses into two groups: essentials 

and extras. Remember you both need 
to be happy with this budget, so make 
sure you can both live with the changes. 
If you have money left over, think about 
how that money could be used. Getting 
debt under control is important. Set some 
goals together, and then work out how 
your budget will help you reach them.  
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Financial matters

Transport expenses Savings
Fuel $	....................... Superannuation contrib. $	.......................
Car registration $	....................... Regular savings $	.......................
Repairs/maintenance $	....................... Regular investments $	.......................
Public transport $	....................... Other $	.......................
Parking $	....................... Sub	total $	.......................
Other $	.......................

Sub	total $	.......................

Medical expenses Other expenses
Doctor/specialist $	....................... Child care $	.......................
Dentist $	....................... Child support payments $	.......................
Medicines $	....................... Gifts $	.......................
Other $	....................... Donations $	.......................

Sub	total $	....................... Hobbies and sports $	.......................

Insurance Subscriptions $	.......................
Business $	....................... Newspapers & magazines $	.......................
Home and contents $	....................... Movies & DVDs $	.......................
Car $	....................... Restaurants & takeaway $	.......................
Health $	....................... Alcohol & cigarettes $	.......................
Income protection $	....................... Pet food $	.......................
Life $	....................... Other pet costs $	.......................
Other $	....................... Other $	.......................

Sub	total $	....................... Sub	total $	.......................

Total expenses $	.......................

	 If you would like some more help, the Australian Government Financial 
Literacy Foundation website <www.understandingmoney.gov.au> has lots 
of great tips on ways to manage your money.

TIP
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Many people caring for a child with  
disability are concerned about what 
will happen to their son or daughter 
when they are no longer able to care 
for them. Often families do not know 
how to begin planning for the future 
or where to find information that can 
help with their decision making. 

Having the right information and 
resources can help you through what 
can be a complex and emotional task.  
You might find the publication Planning 
for the Future: People with disability 
helpful to get you started. You can order 
this free booklet by calling  
1800 050 009 and quoting product 
number FaCSIA0427.

Planning for the future

Planning for the Future
people with disability

Improving the lives of Australians

Planning for the Future: people w
ith disability

Fa
CS
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11
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Aboriginal	Disability	Network
www.pwd.org.au/adnnsw

Australian	Association	for	Families	of	
Children	with	a	Disability	(AAFCD)
www.aafcd.org.au
1800 222 660

Australian	Federation	of	Disability	
Organisations
www.afdo.org.au
03 9662 3324

Carers	Australia
www.carersaustralia.com.au
1800 242 636

Commonwealth	Respite	and		
Carelink	Centre
www9.health.gov.au/ccsd 
1800 052 222

Centrelink	payments
www.centrelink.gov.au
13 27 17

Family	Relationships	Advice	Line
1800 050321

Family	Relationships	Online
www.familyrelationships.gov.au

Family	Relationship	Services	Program
www.fahcsia.gov.au/frsp
(Includes a directory of organisations 
providing family relationship support 
services)

Financial	Literacy	Foundation
www.understandingmoney.gov.au

Lifeline
www.lifeline.org.au
13 11 14

Medicare	Australia
www.medicare.gov.au
132 011

Mensline
www.menslineaus.org.au
1300 789 978

MyTime
www.mytime.net.au
1800 889 997

National	Domestic	Violence	and	Sexual	
Assault	Helpline
1800 200 526

National	Ethnic	Disability	Alliance	
(NEDA)
www.neda.org.au
1800 982 182

Resource directory 



Our	Community
www.ourcommunity.com.au

Parentline	Qld	&	NT
www.parentline.com.au
1300 301 300

Parentline	VIC
www.parentline.vic.gov.au
13 22 89

Parenting	SA
www.parenting.sa.gov.au
1300 364 100

Parentline	NSW
www.parentline.org.au
1300 130 052

Parent	Help	Centre	WA
www.community.wa.gov.au/DFC/
Resources/Parenting/
1800 654 432

Parentline	ACT
(02) 6287 3833

Parenting	Line	TAS
1300 808 178

Planning	for	the	Future	free	booklet
(quote product number FaCSIA0427)
www.fahcsia.gov.au/sa/carers/pubs/
planningfuture

Raising	Children	Network:	the	
Australian	Parenting	Website
www.raisingchildren.net.au

Siblings	Australia	Inc:	Services	for	
brothers	and	sisters	of	children	with	
special	needs
www.siblingsaustralia.org.au
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Others in this series

Finding  
the time
Creating a  
great team
Dealing with  
the tough stuff
PLUS MUCH MORE

I N S T A N T  F A M I L I E S
B U I L D I N G  A  S T R O N G E R ,  H E A L T H I E R  R E L A T I O N S H I P

Creating a new relationship and with it a new 
family is an exciting and important time, that 
can often also be very complicated. Keys to Living 
Together — Instant families  includes information 
to help you develop a set of tools to help make the 
transition a little smoother. 

Going from a couple to a family with a child 
is one of the most exciting and important 
times in your relationship. It is impossible to 
ignore the fact that your lives are about to be 
transformed forever. Keys to Living Together 
— Then we were three includes information 
to help you develop a set of tools to deal with 
the changes in your relationship.  

Finding  
the time
Creating a  
great team
Dealing with  
the tough stuff
PLUS MUCH MORE

T A K I N G  T H E  F I R S T  S T E P
B U I L D I N G  A  S T R O N G E R ,  H E A L T H I E R  R E L A T I O N S H I P

Taking the first step and making a significant 
commitment to someone you love is one of 
the most exciting and important times in your 
relationship. Keys to Living Together — Taking 
the first step includes the information you need 
to develop your own set of relationship tools. 

H E L P I N G  T O  B U I L D  S T R O N G E R ,  H E A LT H I E R  R E L A T I O N S H I P S  
F O R  C O U P L E S  L I V I N G  I N  R U R A L  A N D  R E G I O N A L  A R E A S

Finding  
the time
Creating a  
great team
Dealing with  
the tough stuff
PLUS MUCH MORE

S T A y I N G  S T R O N G

Whether you live in a remote community, on 
a farm, in a small country town or a regional 
centre, there are issues unique to rural life that 
can have an impact on your relationships.   
Keys to Living together – Staying Strong includes 
information and tips to help you stay strong 
as a couple and a family as you deal with the 
challenges of rural life.
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and Indigenous Affairs 
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Telephone: 1800 050 009* 

(*free unless calling from a mobile or pay phone)
National Relay Service for users who are deaf or have a hearing  

or speech impairment 
TTY: 1800 555 677

Speak and Listen: 1800 555 727

Internet relay: www.relayservice.com.au

www.fahcsia.gov.au/keys
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