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In 1840, when eight men gathered in a Melbourne 
pub to form an Australian branch of the 
Manchester Unity “friendly society” little did 
they know they were laying the foundations for 
one of the country’s largest and most enduring 

mutual organisations. 

Friendly societies were emerging all over the 
colonies as a new wave of immigrants sought to 
secure their futures. The societies were formed to 
give members economic assistance during difficult 
times by establishing a common pool of funds. 
Members could contribute to the fund and draw 
upon it when needed for medical services, funeral 
expenses or the care of widows and orphans.

In 1871, the Australian Natives’ Association (ANA) 
joined the nation’s growing catalogue of friendly 
societies. It offered financial aid to members, 
who were born in Australia, but also aimed to 
influence public thinking and government policy 
on significant “national questions”. It campaigned 
for seat belts in cars and swimming lessons 
for children.

The ANA was also central to the 
Federation movement and its 
network of influential members – 
including future prime ministers Edmund Barton 
and Alfred Deakin – pushed for a united Australia.

A century later, in 1993, Manchester Unity and the 
ANA came together to form what we now know 
as Australian Unity. Grand United joined in 2005, 
Lifeplan in 2009 and Big Sky in 2012. The mutual 
company continued to expand and today it delivers 
health, wealth and living services to almost one 
million Australians. 

A focus on wellbeing
Though both Manchester Unity and the ANA 
were initially founded to provide an early form 
of insurance, it didn’t take long for their roles to 
broaden. During the 1860s, for example, when 
pharmacy dispensers around Australia were 
suspected of diluting medicines and taking excess 
profits, Manchester Unity joined other friendly 
societies to create their own dispensaries.
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ANA members Edmund 
Barton, Charles Kingston 
and Alfred Deakin helped 

lead the federal 
movement. 
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180 years
As Australian Unity marks its 180th anniversary, we reflect on  

the events and changes that have shaped the organisation 
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Manchester Unity IOOF was founded in Victoria 
(1840) and the first lodge was established in 
Adelaide. In the late 1900s, Manchester Unity 
had an extensive network in Victoria. A key 
feature of Manchester Unity was the Annual 
Moveable Conference where the organisation 
directors for the coming year were elected. 

Dr A F A Greeves 
becomes Manchester 
Unity’s first Grand Master. 
Greeves was born in 
Knaresborough, Yorkshire, 
England and emigrated to 
the Port Phillip District in 
NSW in 1840.
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The proud history of Australian Unity
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Similarly, in 1870, Manchester Unity was granted 
Crown land in the Melbourne suburb of Carlton 
to build a facility for aged and disadvantaged 
members – the organisation’s first foray into 
residential care. Fast forward 150 years and the 
latest additions to Australian Unity’s independent 
and assisted living options include Rathdowne 
Place and The Grace Albert Park Lake – in the heart 
of urban Melbourne.

After acquiring Home Care Service in 2016, 
Australian Unity now delivers home care 
services to more than 50,000 customers in New 
South Wales. 

It’s also at the helm of the $1.1 billion Herston 
Quarter development in Brisbane, which 
aims to give Queenslanders access to leading 
health, hospital and aged-care services. The 

are conducted with 2,000 people to determine 
the factors that give them the greatest sense 
of meaning, purpose and satisfaction. This 
research delivers insights that allow Australian 
Unity to enhance its customers’ wellbeing, while 
simultaneously informing public debate and policy 
makers about issues of national importance.

Australian Unity also provides funding to 
organisations that make a positive contribution 
to society. $1.7 million has been distributed to 
groups across the country. In 2019, Australian 
Unity awarded grants to organisations that have a 
positive impact in its focus areas of Reconciliation, 
Disability and Financial Wellbeing. 

As Australian Unity continues to support the 
community and bolster the wellbeing of its 
members and customers, it has remained true  
to the ambitions set by its founders in 1840. 

approximately 5-hectare site will include a 
public rehabilitation hospital, a private hospital, 
residential aged care, retirement living and student 
accommodation, health research, childcare, a co-
working hub and education and training facilities.

Rohan Mead, Group Managing Director at 
Australian Unity, says the organisation seeks to 
provide and extend valuable products and services 
related to important aspects of wellbeing. 

“Our long history has seen us involved in providing 
a wide range of services to the community. 
Today, we continue to develop our diverse but 
thematically linked portfolio of health, wealth  
and living services for our members and 
customers—services with a demonstrated  
broader social impact,” says Rohan. 

Committed to the community
Over the years, Australian Unity has sought to 
improve more than the wellbeing of its own 
members. Since April 2001, the company has 
partnered with Deakin University’s Australian 
Centre for Quality of Life to develop the Australian 
Unity Wellbeing Index. Twice a year, interviews 
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Manchester Unity building 
built in Melbourne in 

1932. 

After acquiring Home Care Service of NSW in 2016, Australian Unity 
now delivers home care services to more than 50,000 customers.

The Australian Natives’ 
Association (ANA) was 
established in Melbourne 
in 1871 for people born in 
Australia at a time when 
most administrative jobs 
were held by British born.

Tree planting is promoted across  
Victoria by the Australian Natives’ 
Association in conjunction with the  
Forests Commission of Victoria.
Posters at the time describe the 
society as a ‘benefit mutual non-
party progressive national all-
Australian association’.  

Australian Unity accelerated its campaign to build its 
financial planning business in New South Wales after it 

took over the Grand United Friendly Society in 2005.
The merge allowed Australian Unity to further invest 
in the retirement living and healthcare client base of 
Grand United – one of Australia’s oldest companies.
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Manchester Unity was 
granted Crown land to 

establish a home for 
aged and disadvantaged 

members. Bounded by 
Newry, Station, Freeman 

and Canning streets 
in Carlton, Melbourne, 

and approximately 1.25 
acres, the land was 

to be used to build a 
facility for aged, infirm, 
decayed, distressed or 

indigent members.
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The construction of the 
Manchester Unity Building in 
1932 was the organisation’s 
response to the need to 
create jobs for its members.  
The twelve-story Art Deco 
marvel provided not only 
employment but was one of 
the most modern buildings 
in the nation.

Manchester Unity Aged Members’ Centre 
opens in suburban Glen Waverley, Victoria
When Manchester Unity opened its first Aged 
Members’ Centre in 1962, it commenced 
a path along which the care for the older 
community has continued under the banner 
of Australian Unity into the present day.

19
32

19
62



I N S I G HT

A U T U M N 2 0 2 0 |  F LO U R I S HF L O U R I S H |  A U T U M N 2 0 2 0 2928

Of no personal 
influence…
This article is supported by 
research from Of no personal 
influence a book by Alex 
McDermott produced on  
behalf of Australian Unity. 

Elizabeth (Beth) Roberts joined 
Home Care Service of NSW 35 years 
ago as a cleaner, but her role today 
includes other duties, such as respite 
and palliative care. Beth works in and 
around Leeton in the Riverina, and 
says meeting so many wonderful 
people – including one family she 
provided care to for 32 years – 
makes her job rewarding, adding: 
“You can go to work having a bad 
day, but by the time you leave you’re 
laughing and they’re laughing too”.

Lifetime of service
These five Australian Unity staff and volunteers 
from regional New South Wales have dedicated 
many years to the organisation.

Robyn Pearson from Walgett 
began her association with Australian 
Unity 34 years ago as a care worker, 
a role she continues to this day. Her 
motto – “I do anything that people 
want done” – has endeared her to 
clients over the years, as has her 
constancy. Robyn’s list of long-term 
clients is extensive; in one case, she 
nursed a man with quadriplegia for 
27 years. Working six days a week, 
she often travels great distances to 
see her clients, saying: “I go wherever 
I’m needed”.

Will Marr is another Nyngan local 
who joined Home Care Service of 
NSW 19 years ago as a volunteer 
driver. Though he works elsewhere 
as a disability carer, he uses his 
day off each week to take people 
to appointments, often undertaking 
the four-hour round trip to Dubbo. 
“You get this fantastic opportunity to 
be in the car with people that you’d 
normally never meet,” says Will. 
“They tell you all sorts of fantastic 
bits about their life, it’s a really 
interesting experience.”

Delma Beetson has been a 
volunteer Community Transport 
driver for 19 years, taking clients 
from Nyngan in central NSW to 
medical appointments, on shopping 
and personal trips, social outings 
and to visit family and friends. She’s 
also an active member of the local 
Meals On Wheels service and says: 
“I just love driving and looking after 
people.” Delma, 80, says some of 
her clients are younger than she is, 
but it’s work that she enjoys, adding: 
“There are so many on their own and 
they get lonely. You’ve got to be a 
good listener”.

Australian Unity progress  
with various mergers. 
In August 2009, Lifeplan  
merged with Australian Unity 
and in 2012 Big Sky Credit  
Union did the same forming Big 
Sky Building Society.  
Both create an even stronger 
mutual organisation.
In 2015, Australian Unity 
Personal Financial Services 
acquired Flinders Australia 
Limited giving Australian  
Unity a broader platform  
of in-demand services for 
clients and members.
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Remedy Healthcare is a leading provider of highly 
targeted, evidence-based self-management and 
health coaching programs. Their services are 
available to a range of clients across Australia, 
such as corporations through corporate health 
programs, health programs for members of 
private health funds, and specialty aged care 
health services for older clients living in their 
homes or in aged care centres.

Rathdowne Place Wellbeing 
opened at its Carlton Precinct. 

Australian Unity signed an agreement 
with the NSW Government to accept the 
transfer of the Home Care Service of  
NSW (Home Care) to Australian Unity.
Under the agreement, more than 50,000 
clients across NSW and 4,000 employees 
transferred to Australian Unity in 2016.
Australian Unity’s Group Managing Director 
Rohan Mead said, “This is an opportunity 
for Australian Unity to fulfill its vision 
to create Australia’s leading home care 
business based on a true continuum  

At the end of 2019 Australian 
Unity head office moved to its 
new headquarters in Spring 
Street, Melbourne CBD. The 
renovation was designed by John 
Wardle Architects. 

of client-directed care.”
The transfer resulted in Home services 
becoming one of the largest areas of 
operation within the Australian Unity 
Group and one of the largest home care 
providers nationally.
Australian Unity has provided home care 
services for more than ten years and 
has accreditations across a number of 
federal, state government and external 
accreditation bodies.
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Dorothy Skinner has been a care 
worker for 34 years, starting out in 
a holiday cover position when her 
children were young. Based in the 
small town of Baradine, in north 
western NSW, Dorothy often knows 
her clients before she works with 
them, and says: “In some cases, I’ve 
looked after their mothers, and now 
I’m looking after them.” Undertaking 
anything from housework to respite 
care, Dorothy says she enjoys the 
versatility, adding: “You might do 
vacuuming in one place for an 
hour, and then move off and take 
somebody shopping. Every day 
is different”. 


