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T he year 2001 marks four anniversaries of relevance to
the Institute. The first of course is the Centenary of
Federation, and this provided the impetus for us to

publish in this edition of Family Matters several feature
articles that look back over 100 years of change affecting
Australian families.

Less well known perhaps is that 2001 also marks the
twenty-fifth anniversary of the Family Court of Australia,
and the twenty-first birthday of the operation of the Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies. We have taken the
opportunity to publish a special feature on both of these
organisations.

The fourth anniversary is that of the Centenary of the
Australian Public Service. This event has been celebrated
in various ways in the course of the year, with some

Departments and Agencies issuing special booklets, books
and histories of much interest. 

One hundred years of the public service
The Centenary of Treasury, 1901–2001: 100 Years of Pub-
lic Service, by the Department of the Treasury, celebrates
Treasury’s “contribution to the life, the development and
the growth of our nation” (p. iii). The Treasury was fore-
shadowed in the Federal Constitution, along with six other
departments – Attorney-General’s, Customs, Defence,
External Affairs, Home Affairs, and Postmaster-General’s.
Treasury had an important historical role in social policy
and administration, having responsibility for pensions and
maternity allowances until 1941.

Serving the Nation: 100 Years of Public Service, pub-
lished by the Public Service and Merit Protection

Commission, takes a thematic approach to “the ideas and
the issues that have been central to the development of the
Service over the last century”. The Public Service Com-
missioner, Helen Williams, reminds us of the observation
of the Spanish-American philosopher, George Santayana:
“Progress, far from consisting of change, depends on reten-
tiveness. Those who cannot remember the past are
condemned to repeat it.” Understanding “the journey”
thus is important in “helping us to appreciate our roots,
where we are now and how to build for the future” (p.v)

The Commonwealth’s role in health is outlined in
Putting Life into Years by Francesca Beddie, published this
year by the Commonwealth Department of Health and
Aged Care. The Secretary of the Department, Andrew
Podger, observes in the book: “Over the last 100 years Aus-

tralians have seen major improvements in their health,
with increases in life expectancy, reductions in child mor-
tality and more years of healthy living and so on. However,
we must not be too self-congratulatory: there are problems
we have not solved, and some we have neglected for too
many years and still have not adequately addressed. Fore-
most amongst these is the health and wellbeing of
Indigenous Australians.” (p. 111)

In the introduction to this interesting book it is noted
that: “If you had been born in 1900, you could expect to 
live until the age of 52 if you were a man, 55 if a woman. 
But you could have died from diarrhoea or enteritis 
before you were five; one in ten children did. You may
never have known your mother – six women died in 
every one thousand live births. By the 1990s it was 11 in
every 100,000 confinements. If your father had not 
been killed in a work accident, or caught tuberculosis or

D A V I D  S T A N T O N
Director’s report

C e l e b r a t i n g  s o m e  A u s t r a l i a n
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pneumonia, he may have died from a heart attack. Today
he is still likely to die of cardiovascular disease or cancer,
especially if he was a smoker, but not until the age of 70. In
the early 1900s, your brother might have died in a horse
accident. By the 1970s, he was more likely to be killed in 
a car crash, and by the end of the century it was suicide 
that was claiming many young male lives. Over the cen-
tury, advances in science and in the health-care system
substantially increased the chances that Australians would
live out the natural span of a human being’s life. A boy born
in 1996 can expect to live for 74 years and a girl for 81;
they can also expect a healthy old age with access to 
high-quality care.” (p. 1)

The Department of Family and Community Services has
also produced a book, this one entitled Foundations for the

Future: Celebrating the Centenary of Federation. As the
Secretary of the Department, Dr David Rosalky, notes in his
Foreword, the publication celebrates “the achievements of
staff, past and present and acknowledges their hard work
and innovation”. He also notes that: “The development of
social protection for Australians has a diverse and rich his-
tory – one very worthy of celebration in the context of the
Centenary of Federation and the Australian Public Service”. 

This book includes the observation: “Federation has
meant not only the formation of a nation but also the
beginning of a national system of care for its citizens. Aus-
tralia has been a pioneer in providing social and
community services, reflecting its fundamental egalitarian
belief in the right of all to a fair go.” (p. 5)

History of social protection
The history of social protection in Australia is indeed
interesting, with significant changes having occurred over
the last 100 years.1 At the turn of the century there was no
social security system in Australia. Charitable relief was
provided to needy people by voluntary organisations, in
some cases with the assistance of government grants.

The Commonwealth of Australia was formed on 1 Janu-
ary 1901 by federation of the six states under a written
constitution that, among other things, authorised the new
Commonwealth Parliament to legislate in respect of age
and invalid pensions. The Commonwealth exercised this
power in June 1908 when legislation was passed that pro-
vided for the introduction of means-tested flat-rate age and
invalid pensions, financed from the government’s general
revenue. The new pensions came into operation in July
1909 (age pensions) and December 1910 (invalid pen-
sions). This established a form of social security support
and a set of terms and conditions that remained the basis
for social security in Australia throughout the century.

 m i l e s t o n e s  

1912 Maternity allowance
1941 Department of Social Services began to function as a 

separate organisation
1941 Child Endowment
1942 Widows Pensions
1942 Commonwealth assumes full responsibility for Income Tax
1943 Funeral Benefits
1945 Unemployment and Sickness Benefits
1946 Referendum passed enabling the Commonwealth 

Parliament to make laws with respect to “the provision 
of maternity allowances, widows pensions, child 
endowment, unemployment, pharmaceutical, sickness
and hospital benefits, medical and dental services (but not 
so as to authorise any form of civil conscription), and 
benefits to students and family allowances”

1947 A consolidated Social Security Act
1950 Child Endowment extended to the first child
1969 Pensions Means Test liberalised
1972 Department of Social Security established
1973 Supporting Mothers Benefit
1976 Family Allowances
1977 Supporting Parents Benefit (extending assistance to male

sole parents)

This expansion and consolidation of the social security
system led to a system that provides a wide range of cash
payments that cover all the major contingencies of life.

I n the article “Families and Income Security:
Changing Patterns of Social Security and

Related Policy Issues” in this issue of Family Mat-
ters, Peter Whiteford, David Stanton and Matthew Gray
outline the development of policies in Australia that have the
objective of providing income security to families with chil-
dren. At various times the objectives of these programs have
included contributing to the cost of bearing and raising chil-
dren and redistributing resources over the life cycle,
alleviating child poverty and boosting low family earnings,
promoting capacity within the tax system, redistributing
within families, and relieving unemployment and low
income traps.

The article discusses the Australian system of support
for families with children and focuses on child-related
income supplements and those income support payments
provided to families with children. The main historical
developments are described and the major factors under-
pinning these changes are identified.

The authors outline potential lessons from Australia’s
experiences with assisting families with children over the

A number of milestones then established the spread of
the welfare state that we know today. Here is but a selec-
tion of the key measures that were introduced to form the
basic building blocks in social protection:



their relationships, “Starting Out Together Through
Cohabitation or Marriage”. Family formation patterns have
changed considerably in the last few decades. Although
the majority of people still get married, marriage rates have
declined. Those who enter into marriage do so later in life,
often having cohabited with their partner before marrying.

Michael Gilding from Swinburne University of Technol-
ogy gives an insightful overview of how families have
changed in the last 100 years in Australia in terms of fam-
ily structure and values. In his article “Changing Families
in Australia 1901–2001”, he notes that in the public sphere
there is a history of “moral panics” and anxieties around
the family, and he discusses the sense that family structure
“has gone a full circle – from diverse families, to nuclear
families, and back to diverse families again – a view that
emphasises the ebb and flow of family relationships”.
Michael Gilding’s article is a valuable contribution, for in
order to understand where the family is heading, it helps to
know whence it has come. 

Ann Sanson and Sarah Wise from the Institute discuss
emerging views on childhood, child development and the
role of parents. As opportunities for informal learning from
extended family have decreased, so parenting books and
programs seem to have proliferated. Their article, “Chil-
dren and Parenting: The Last Hundred Years”, reflects on
the determinants and practice of child rearing in Australia
over the past century. The beliefs surrounding childhood
and child development, as well as the social context in
which child rearing takes place, are examined. 

The article concludes with the observation that: “Par-
ents’ capacity to fulfil their responsibilities depends upon
the provision of family support, education, opportunities
for employment, and protection from poverty, as well as
the recognition that the task of rearing the next generation
is a difficult but rewarding and highly valued one.” 

Adam Tomison, the Research Adviser for the National
Child Protection Clearinghouse at the Institute, gives an
interesting overview of the history of child protection and
efforts to prevent child abuse and neglect in his article: “A
History of Child Protection: Back to the Future”. In the 
last 50 years, in particular, the mistreatment of children
has created ongoing, widespread public concern. This 
in turn has led to the development of government and 

non-government services designed to protect children
from harm and to prevent the occurrence of maltreatment.

It is also fitting at this time of heightened historical per-
spectives to give some focus to long-lasting marriages. Some
marriages dissolve in a relatively short space of time while
others can go on for 75 years or more and still support
vibrant and happy relationships. In her article “Making Mar-
riages Last”, Institute researcher Robyn Parker emphasises
that the Three Cs – “commitment, communication and con-
flict management” –  seem to be at the heart of a “successful”
marriage. For older couples marriage was also a constant at
a time of great economic and societal change, while for
young people it seems change itself is one of life’s few con-
stants. Two decades of divorce seem to have instilled in the
younger generation a wariness of marriage, and a lack of
willingness to commit to a partner. The author emphasises
that older married couples may be good role models that can
support and enrich younger marriages in many ways.

last century. The Australian system provides integrated
payments for families receiving income support and those
in low-paid employment. It has achieved high levels of
take-up and has contributed to very substantial reductions
in child poverty over the last decade or so. But the system
has become increasingly complex and has resulted in 
high effective marginal tax rates for a substantial propor-
tion of families with children. The reforms to the system
over the last 25 years illustrate the continuing tensions
between the differing objectives of family assistance. 

The Australian experience highlights the trade-offs
between universality and selectivity, the advantages and dis-
advantages of targeting, alternative means of delivering
payments to families, and the problems of complexity and the
continuing search for simplicity and ease of understanding.

Recording family change
When Australia was colonised “as an economic means of
disposing of felons”, the British Government insisted that
comprehensive records be maintained and reports pre-
pared (Year Book of Australia, 2001: xxvii). Indeed, it has
been noted that “a gaol requires the careful counting and
identification of prisoners” (Year Book, Australia, 1988: 2).
In 1822 an annual reporting system was established, called
the “Blue Books” (blue on account of the colour of the
report cover), involving the preparation of annual statistical
returns of the Australian colonies to the Colonial Office. 

From such beginnings we can see the importance given
to data gathering and analysis in Australia, and all this
eventually led to the establishment of the Commonwealth
Bureau of Census and Statistics and the highly professional
national statistical service we have today in the Australian
Bureau of Statistics. I can recall consulting the Blue Books
for Western Australia (that commenced in 1834) as a
young Statistics Cadet in the 1960s – they were held under
lock and key and any access was very much under the
close scrutiny of the Librarian!

Australian families have indeed changed dramatically over
the last 100 years. Ruth Weston and colleagues at the Insti-
tute give an overview of some of the key statistical trends in
their article on “Australian Families in Transition: An Analy-
sis of Socio-demographic Trends”. Over the 20th century the 

Australian population increased more than five-fold in size,
changed from youthful to ageing, and from Anglo-Celtic to
multi-cultural in its make-up. Living standards have improved
and life expectancy has been increased by about 20 years.
The article focuses on the changing patterns of common fam-
ily transitions – young adults leaving home, the formation of
partnerships, having children, divorcing, and re-partnering.

The transitions being experienced in Australia are com-
mon to many other western societies. These transitions
include a post World War II marriage and baby boom, followed
by a fall in marriage rates, a retreat from early marriage and
childbirth, growth in women’s labour force participation, and
increases in childlessness, ex-nuptial births, cohabitation,
and divorce. The proportions of single-person, couple-only
and sole-parent households have increased, while the pro-
portion of couple parents with children has decreased.

Also in this edition, Institute researchers Lixia Qu and
Ruth Weston examine in some detail how couples start

Family Matters No.60 Spring/Summer 2001  Australian Institute of Family Studies 4
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This issue of Family Matters also contains an article on
“Understanding Community Strengths” by Wendy Stone
and Jody Hughes of the Institute. With much discussion on
the need to promote stronger communities in recent years,
the authors debate whether existing theory can provide an
overall framework for achieving and identifying strong
communities. The concepts of social cohesion and social
exclusion are considered to provide useful theoretical
frameworks of relevance in Australia.

Family Court celebrates 25 years
As well as celebrating the century of Australia as a federa-
tion, it is also the first 25 years of the Family Court of
Australia.2 The Family Law Act which established the Fam-
ily Court of Australia came into operation on 5 January
1976, having received the Royal Assent in June 1975. The
Chief Justice of the Court, the Hon. Alastair Nicholson, has
noted that: “The Act’s passage was controversial and the leg-
islation remains so today, marriage breakdown being a topic
that understandably stirs up deeply held emotions at an
individual and societal level” (Courtside, July 2001: 1). 

The Attorney-General, the Hon. Daryl Williams, empha-
sises that over the last 25 years “the Court has undertaken
the difficult, and at times thankless, task of providing a
responsive and compassionate service to Australian families
in distress” (Courtside July 2001: 3). It was indeed a land-
mark change to have no-fault divorce introduced in Australia.

In recognition of the Family Court’s 25th anniversary,
we are pleased to publish in this edition the reflections of
Justice John Fogarty on the background and events leading
up to the Family Law Act in 1975, and the establishment
and early years of operation of the newly created Court. 

Justice Fogarty writes from personal experience of
many of these pivotal events, for he was appointed to the
Family Court at its inception in 1976 and has had a distin-
guished career in Family Law. He was Chair of the Family
Law Council and was also closely involved in the evalua-
tion of the Child Support Scheme in the early 1990s
through his chairmanship of the Child Support Evaluation
Advisory Group. Justice Fogarty was also a Board member
of the Australian Institute of Family Studies from 1986 to
1990, and Presiding Member from 1987 to 1990.

The coming about and operation of the Institute
As Catherine Rosenbrock relates in this edition’s special
anniversary article, “The Australian Institute of Family
Studies: The First Twenty-One Years”, the Institute was
itself a creature of the Family Law Act 1975 (section XIVA of
the Act), and the Institute came into existence on 28 Febru-
ary 1980 with Don Edgar as the foundation Director. This
year is therefore the 21st year of operation of the Institute.

As this article testifies, the Institute has certainly made
a significant contribution to public and policy understand-
ing of the changing nature of Australian families. It has
identified factors affecting family stability and wellbeing,
and has highlighted the impacts of social and demographic
change, as well as government policies, on families. In so
doing, it has played an important role in the formulation of
policy, particularly in the area of child support.

Institute’s contribution recorded
Since its inception in 1980, the Institute has made a major
contribution to research evidence and policy debate on the

family in Australia. The Institute has published material 
in its widely distributed and popular flagship magazine
Family Matters, and via its books and monographs, its
Research Papers, Research Reports, Working Papers, Brief-
ing Papers, and Conference Papers, and in external
journals and edited collections.

To mark twenty-one years of key research, the Institute
has released a bibliography of all material it has published.
Compiled from the Institute’s Australian Family & Society
Abstracts database by Deborah Whithear, the bibliography
is entitled Collected Works 1980–2001. The volume is tes-
tament to the Institute’s research involvement in virtually
every aspect of interest concerning families – from issues
to do with children and adolescents through to the aged,
and material relating to family formation, families and the
law, marriage and re-partnering, families and society, and
family policy.

With more than 2000 citations, this volume should pro-
vide an extremely interesting and useful reference work
and source for researchers, policy advisers, practitioners
and others when undertaking research and analysis on the
Australian family.

A time to reflect
As the Institute’s 21st year draws to a close, this is an
appropriate time to reflect upon the Institute’s perform-
ance against the expectations held of it, to examine how it
has developed, and to look forward to what might be
achieved in the future. 

Such a review of the past activities and contribution of the
Institute cannot afford to be self-satisfied or self-indulgent as
we face up to the next phase of our Strategic Planning
(including a new Research Plan) for the coming three years. 

Together with the Institute’s Board we will be seeking to
continue to develop and refine our planning to ensure the
work of the Institute is relevant and challenging, and con-
tinues to make a contribution to informed debate on issues
affecting families. 

In her article on “Emerging Research Issues”, the Insti-
tute’s Deputy Director (Research), Asociate Professor Ann
Sanson, has raised some possible areas of priority for future
research activity at the Institute. A critical issue will be the
need to reflect on emerging policy issues and seek to identify
how we might be able to best contribute our social science
research expertise to informed policy debate. Ann has raised
important issues to do with “diversity”, “change” and “work
and family”. Our readers will no doubt have areas that they
would see as of critical priority, and we would welcome their
input as we seek to further refine our research agenda.

Finally, I would like to take this opportunity to wish
readers of Family Matters, and all those who follow the
activities of the Institute, seasons greetings and very best
wishes for a safe and happy new year.

Endnotes
1 See Pamela Roberts and Andrew Herscovitch, History of 

Australian Social Security, Social Security Journal, December
1990, pp.1-5, and David Stanton and Bob Daprè, “Financing Social
Security Pensions: The Australian Experience”, Research Paper
No.68, Department of Social Security, AGPS, Canberra, July 1995.

2 See Courtside: 25th Anniversary Edition, July 2001, Family Court
of Australia; A. Nicholson and M. Harrison, “Family Law and 
the Family Court of Australia: Experiences of the First 25 Years”,
Melbourne University Law Review, Vol.24, 2000, pp.756-783.
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societies. Historians such as Lawrence Stone
(1977) and Jean-Louis Flandrin (1979) demon-
strated dramatic shifts in family structures and
values between the 1500s and the 1800s. Generally
speaking, they emphasised the increasing impor-
tance of the domestic group of parents and
children, at the expense of wider kinship and com-
munity ties. 

In Australia, the historian Patricia Grimshaw
(1979) observed that the Australian family was
“born modern”, relatively unencumbered by kin-
ship and community. The British transported their
convicts – and their family forms and values.
Grimshaw’s observation was a reasonable one. Yet it
also deflected attention from the extent of family
change in the course of Australian history. 

Since the 1970s a growing body of research has
demonstrated that even in the short course of Aus-
tralian history since Federation, there have been
substantial changes and variations in family struc-
ture and values (Reiger 1985; Gilding 1991;
Haebich 2000). This article maps out the dimen-
sions of family change over the past one hundred
years in Australia. In particular, it focuses upon the
changing structure of households, and the panics

In the 1970s the marriage rate declined.
Young people delayed marriage and having
children. They increasingly entered into de
facto relationships. Openly homosexual
relationships became more widespread.

The divorce rate spiralled. Sole-parent households
proliferated. So did other household arrangements,
such as stepfamilies and group households. 

At the same time the feminist and gay liberation
movements challenged the old certainties about the
family and sexuality. Feminists challenged patriar-
chal power in the family, drawing attention to such
issues as domestic violence and legal rape in mar-
riage. Gay activists challenged the heterosexual
norm, drawing attention to discrimination against
homosexual relationships. 

Nobody was quite sure what was happening to
the family. But one thing was clear. The family
could no longer be taken for granted. We could
scarcely understand where the family was heading
if we did not know whence it had come. Suddenly
the history of the family became interesting, and
captured the attention of historians. 

In Europe, historians focused their attention on
the shift from agricultural societies to industrial

Even in the short course of Australian history since Federation, there have been profound

changes in family structure and values that continue to generate resentment and uncertainty.

In order to understand where the family is heading, it helps to know whence it has come.

II
M I C H A E L  G I L D I N G
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and anxieties around families in the public sphere.
Recurring anxieties around the family reflect the
extent of family change over the past one hundred
years. 

Federation families
One hundred years ago, at the time of Federation,
Australian families were relatively enmeshed in
wider relationships and solidarities – if not com-
pared with earlier times, then certainly compared
with today (Gilding 1991: ch. 3). There were three
aspects to these wider relationships. 

First, the wealthiest households produced many
goods and services in the home, which are now pur-
chased through the market. They also subscribed to
an ethic of hospitality, welcoming guests into their
homes for short-term and long-term stays. In turn,
they depended upon a battery of specialised ser-
vants. More commonly, middle-class households
relied upon a “general” servant. In 1901, 11 per
cent of Sydney households employed servants, and
domestic service was the main source of employ-
ment for women. 

Second, households across the class spectrum
consistently accommodated extended kin as

required. Australian society was only just beginning
its experiment with the welfare state and the living
wage. Women and children were especially vulner-
able in the absence of a welfare state, and so were
the unemployed and the disabled. The family was
the main welfare institution for these people, and
the diaries and memoirs of the era consistently
reflect the coming-and-going of extended kin,
depending upon economic exigencies.

Finally, working-class households were com-
monly crowded and economically precarious.
Crowding promoted life on the streets. The photo-
graphs of working-class neighbourhoods at the turn
of the century are full of curious neighbours and
children. Economic insecurity promoted flexible
household arrangements. For example, in 1901
there were as many Sydney households with a
lodger (11 per cent) as there were with a servant. A
lodger was one way to make a household more viable
in the context of economic insecurity. 

In the wake of Federation there was a lively
debate about the effects of economic insecurity on
the family. The upshot was the cautious introduc-
tion of welfare support for the elderly and the
disabled, and the introduction of a “living wage”,

1 9 0 1 - 2 0 0 1



declared that the use of birth control was an attack
on the “value of the family as the basis of social
life”. It also warned that birth control jeopardised
Anglo-Saxon sovereignty in Australia and imperial
prospects in the nearby region. 

There are several interesting points about the
debate over birth control in the early 20th century.
First, here was a debate about the future of the fam-
ily, warning that the family was in dire peril. In
other words, there is a long history of moral panics
around the family.

Second, the point of departure in this debate was
what was “natural”. The family was understood as a
realm of nature. Having an unlimited number of
children was “natural”. Birth control of any sort

was “unnatural”, and
nature would wreak its
revenge in this event.

Finally, the public
d e b a t e  a b o u t  t h e
future of the family at
the turn of the century
was overwhelmingly

conducted by men. Some commentators have
described this regime in terms of “public patri-
archy”. Such a situation is inconceivable today.
There may be a long history of moral panics around
the family, but the character of these moral panics
has certainly changed. 

The postwar family 
By the postwar decades of the 1950s and the 1960s
the family had undergone substantial change. Con-
sider, first, the structure of the family. In the
postwar decades the nuclear family reached its
high-water mark, with the nuclear family being
more widespread than ever before in Australian his-
tory (Gilding 1991: chs 3-4). There were several
reasons for this. 

First, households with domestic servants had all
but disappeared. Only the very wealthy now kept
servants. The main agents of this transformation
seem to have been the servants themselves. On the
whole, young women did not enjoy domestic serv-
ice. As the manufacturing, retail and service sectors
expanded, young women left domestic service in
droves. As they left, the upper and middle classes
had no choice but to reorganise their homes and
their lifestyles. In turn, more women of all classes
became “housewives”. 

based on the amount required for a man “to lead a
human life, to marry, and bring up a family” (Ryan
and Conlon 1975: 50). 

Selfish women
The most controversial aspect of family life one
hundred years ago was the declining birth rate. The
birth rate started falling in the 1880s, and fell
sharply in the 1890s. By the 1900s there was a
growing moral panic about the declining birth rate.

The high-water mark of this moral panic was the
1903 Royal Commission on the Decline of the Birth-
Rate and on the Mortality of Infants in New South
Wales. The Royal Commission consisted of senior
public servants, politicians, doctors and business-
men. There were no women. The
witnesses before the Commission were
also men, with one single exception.

The findings of the Royal Commis-
sioners were never in doubt. Their final
report observed that “the reason invari-
ably given by people for restricting
procreation is that they cannot conve-

niently afford to rear more than a
certain number of children”. This was
“not the real reason”. Expert wit-
nesses referred to an “unwillingness
to physical discomfort, the strain and
worry associated with childbearing
and childrearing”, and a “love of lux-
ury and of social pleasures, which is

increasing” (Royal Commission 1904: 17, vol.1).
These elements added up to “selfishness” – by which
they really meant women’s selfishness. 

The Royal Commissioners warned about the
“dire consequences” to health of contraception for
women. “The nervous system is deranged; fre-
quently distress of mind and body are caused; the
general health is often impaired, and sometimes
ruined; and inflammatory diseases are set up which
disable the reproductive organs” (Royal Commis-
sion 1904: 20, vol.1). Abortion caused illness,
sterility and death. 

The Commissioners also warned against the
moral consequences of birth control. For example,
it quoted the Archbishop of Sydney, who com-
mented that birth control “lowers the whole view of
what marriage is for; it turns the marriage into a
mere sexual compact” (Royal Commission 1904:
26, vol.2). In general terms, the Commissioners

Family Matters No.60 Spring/Summer 2001 Australian Institute of Family Studies 8



9Australian Institute of Family Studies Family Matters No.60 Spring/Summer 2001 

Second, the growth of the welfare state meant
that the family was less often required to accom-
modate extended kin in times of difficulty. The
family was still a crucial welfare institution for most
people. But it was no longer the first port of call.
Government pensions, for example, promoted the
ability of the elderly and disabled to support inde-
pendent households. 

Third, the “long boom” of the 1950s and 1960s
promoted marriage and family formation. Men and
women married younger than ever before. More
men and women married than ever before. By
implication, there were fewer unmarried women
(and to a lesser extent men) who stayed at home
looking after their parents. There were also fewer
unmarried men (and to a lesser extent women) who
entered into lodgings with another family. 

In this context, the idea of “the family” became
much more important in public discourse. “The
family” became a common reference point in gov-
ernment reports and the social sciences. More than
this, the reference point was heavily normative.
The counterpoint of “the family” was the “broken

family”. By definition, the broken family was not
really a family. It was a fragment of the family,
caused by “family breakdown”. 

At the turn of the new millennium conservatives
often hark back to the “traditional” family of the post-
war decades. There is an implication that the
“traditional” family is the nuclear family, with the
male breadwinner and the housewife. Yet the family
of the postwar decades was not really “traditional” in
any meaningful sense of the word. It was certainly a
far cry from the “traditional” family of pre-industrial
societies. In particular, it was much more uniform in
its nuclear composition across social classes. 

Family maladjustments 
Looking back today, it often seems that the postwar
family was stable and uncontroversial. Marriage was
more popular than ever, nuclear households were
more widespread than ever, and there was a “baby
boom” underway. It was easy to see the family as a
“natural” and taken-for-granted institution. 

In close connection, the moral panic around the
declining birth rate had all but disappeared. This
was partly because of the baby boom, fuelled by
more marriages and earlier marriages. It was also
because birth control was no longer seen as a threat
to the family. Indeed, birth control was increasingly
viewed as an instrument of “family planning”, facil-
itating a better quality of family life. It was
symptomatic that in 1948 the Racial Hygiene Asso-
ciation – a eugenics organisation responsible for
Australia’s first birth control clinic – renamed itself
the Family Planning Association. 

Yet there were still anxieties in the postwar
decades around the family. This was reflected in
the publication in 1957 of the first Australian study

on the sociology of the family – Marriage and the
Family in Australia, edited by the anthropologist
and Anglican lay preacher Professor A.P. Elkin. The
publication was precipitated by the visit to Aus-
tralia of the English founder of the marriage
guidance movement. It emphasised that the family
could not be taken for granted. 

Marriage and the Family in Australia was espe-
cially concerned with the changing character of
marriage and the rising divorce rate. In the last
years of World War II, the divorce rate had risen to
unprecedented levels. The demographer W.D. Bor-
rie, a contributor to the book, observed that divorce
– and juvenile delinquency – had replaced the birth
rate as “maladjustments now threatening family”.
He drew comfort from the fact that the divorce rate
had fallen since the end of the war. 

Harold Fallding, another social scientist, reported
on pioneering research about the roles of husbands
and wives. Fallding (1957) observed that the major-
ity of couples in his small-scale sample were in
“patriarchal” marriages. They accepted the division
of labour between breadwinner and housewife as

natural, justifying the authority of men. This view of
marriage was being challenged by couples who
framed their marriages in terms of “partnership”.
These “partnership” couples emphasised equality,
at least in principle. At the same time, their mar-
riages were more unstable than patriarchal
marriages – at least to the extent that they really did
involve partnership and equality. 

For his part, Elkin observed that the primary
functions of the family had changed. The main
function was now “the provision of an emotionally
satisfying centre” for the development and health 
of the individual. This new function called for a
more “democratic partnership form of marriage”,
which was more demanding than the “former
authoritarian form”. He urged that marriage be
understood as “a vocation”, requiring “special
training”. 

The most striking aspect of the new approach
was its emphasis upon the family as a social institu-
tion. At the turn of the century, the main criticism
of birth control was that it was “unnatural”. By the
1950s nature was no longer a point of reference 
for healthy families. Rather, as the sociologist 
Kerreen Reiger (1985: 3) has observed, the family
was “a set of rational and manipulable social 
practices”. It was now too important to be left to the
vagaries of nature. 

There was also a substantial change in the 
attitude towards authority in the family. At the 
turn of the century, the public discourse on birth
control was overwhelmingly masculine, assuming
patriarchal authority in the family. By the 1950s
patriarchal authority was no longer taken for
granted. There was growing attention to partner-
ship and democracy in families.

Working-class households were commonly crowded and economically precarious. Crowding promoted
life on the streets. The photographs of working-class neighbourhoods at the turn of the century are full
of curious neighbours and children.
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view emphasises the ebb and flow of family rela-
tionships. In particular, it highlights that the
postwar family of the 1950s and 1960s is not a reli-
able benchmark against which to measure the
families of the new millennium. It is neither “natu-
ral”, nor “normal”. 

We can see the same ebb and flow in marriage.
One hundred years ago there was widespread delayed
marriage, and marriage was far from universal. In the
postwar decades there was a marriage boom. Today,
marriage rates are more like those of one hundred
years ago than those of the 1950s and 1960s. Again,
the postwar family is not a reliable benchmark. 

Of course, the picture is more complicated 
than this. At the time of Federation, never getting
married meant living with parents or extended 
family, or working as a servant, or living in lodgings.
Nowadays it often means living in a de facto relation-
ship, or living in serial relationships, or living in a gay
relationship.

Similarly, household diversity at the time of Fed-
eration involved relationships and solidarities
beyond the nuclear family – including extended

kin, neighbours, servants and lodgers. One hundred
years later diversity is associated with single-parent
families, stepfamilies, and childless couples. Often
it involves “fragments” or recombinations of the
nuclear family. 

These are big changes. No wonder that there is
such a passionate debate about the dynamics of these
changes, and whether they are for better or worse! 

Family stories
There are two main stories that are told about the
family over the past one hundred years. These sto-
ries are told not only in Australia; they are told
across western societies. Increasingly they are told
in other societies also.

The first story is a conservative view, framed in
terms of the “breakdown” or “fragmentation” of the
family (Eastman 1989; Popenoe 1993; Lyons Forum
1995). Once couples got married and had children.
Strong families were the basis of strong nations. In
the course of the last one hundred years there has
been a decline in cultural and moral values. Nowa-
days individuals pursue their own selfish goals at
the expense of the family. The most obvious losers
are children. But there is a wider social cost in
terms of alienation, crime and drugs. 

The second story is a liberal view, framed in
terms of “choice”, “flexibility” and “democracy”
(McDonald 1988; Gilding 1991; Giddens 1998: 89-
98). Once men ruled public and private life. The
rules around marriage and sexuality were prescrip-
tive. Women and children were immensely
vulnerable. In the course of the last one hundred
years there has been a transformation in the role 
of women. Nowadays individuals choose whether
or not they will get married, what type of sexual

New millennium families 
From the 1970s there was increasing diversity in
household and family types, at the expense of the
nuclear family. There were five main reasons for
this diversity. 

First, women increasingly joined the workforce
and, in turn, depended less on the institution of
marriage for their welfare. There was the break-
down of the old division of labour between
breadwinner and housewife. Women increasingly
delayed marriage and having children, and they
were also more willing and able to leave marriages. 

Second, governments in the 1970s introduced
supporting parents’ benefits for women (in 1973)
and men (in 1979). This was the last major 
extension of the welfare state. From the 1980s 
the tide turned. There was now pressure to roll 
back welfare benefits, but the supporting parents’
benefits survived. Supporting parents’ benefits
meant that single mothers were more able to 
keep their children. It also meant that women 
were more able to leave violent and unhappy 
marriages. 

Third, there was the prolonged education of chil-
dren, with more children completing secondary
school and more children going on to university than
in the past. Prolonged education meant that children
joined the workforce at a later age. The cost of having
children progressively rose and, in turn, the fertility
rate progressively declined. It became more accept-
able to have one child or no children at all.

Fourth, the sexual liberation movements chal-
lenged the traditional family. Feminism promoted
equality and democracy in marriage, encouraging
women to leave violent and oppressive relation-
ships. Gay liberation promoted openly gay
relationships. The Sydney Gay Mardi Gras became
one of the largest community parades in Australia,
celebrating alternative sexualities and relationships.

Finally, the ethic of “individualisation” – the pur-
suit of personal autonomy and self-fulfilment –
became progressively more widespread (McDonald
1988: 40-7; Beck 2000: 164-74). Individualisation
fuelled the exploration of new relationships,
lifestyles and sexualities. It also provided a new
rationale for getting married and having children.
Marriage and children were increasingly understood
as personal choices, not destiny – or necessity. 

In the wake of family diversity, it became less
common to make the distinction between “the fam-
ily” and “broken families”. Instead, there was a
growing tendency to speak of “families”, and differ-
ent types of families. The different types included
sole-parent families, stepfamilies, blended families,
gay families, extended families, couple families –
and not least, intact families.

There is a sense in which family structure has
gone a full circle – from diverse families, to nuclear
families, and back to diverse families again. This

Household diversity at the time of Federation involved relationships and solidarities beyond the nuclear
family – including extended kin, neighbours, servants and lodgers. One hundred years later diversity is
associated with single-parent families, stepfamilies, and childless couples.
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not they will have children, and whether or not they
will stay married.
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deep-seated and international – similar to the
decline of the birth rate one hundred years ago. 
As the British sociologist Anthony Giddens (1998:
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milies in transition

he family is the “crucible of change” since it is within our families that we
respond to the various social and economic processes that envelop us. In Aus-
tralia, as elsewhere, the family has undergone increasingly rapid change over the
past century. This change has carried profound implications for people individ-
ually, and for economic and social policy more generally. 

Many broad social trends have affected families. The population increased more than
fivefold over the past 100 years, changed from youthful to ageing, and from Anglo-Celtic 
to multicultural in its make-up; about 20 years were added to life expectancy, and living
standards improved, especially after 1940 (Hugo 2001; Saunders 2001). 

Other factors affecting family trends include education and employment patterns, eco-
nomic recessions, wars, migration flows, technological advances, changes in gender roles,
welfare support trends, globalisation, and changing social attitudes. In turn, family trends
have themselves influenced some of these factors including the ageing of the population and
social attitudes. Thus, families living in the early, middle and late periods of the 20th cen-
tury had widely differing experiences (Mackay 1997). 

The approach adopted in this article is to focus on changing patterns of common family
transitions – young adults leaving home, forming partnerships, having children, divorcing,
repartnering – transitions that have profound effects on each family member and on the
structure of the family as a whole.

Leaving home
Moving out of the parental home is typically the first step many young people take in
embarking on an independent adult life. However, the timing, motives and permanence of
this key turning point in people’s lives have changed over the course of the past 100 years.

In the 19th century, daughters of business and professional men continued to live with
their parents until they married, while sons were sent to boarding school and upon com-
pletion of their schooling were free to leave home if they wished. On the other hand, sons
and daughters in less affluent families left home early in order to find work. For girls, such
work typically involved domestic service. As manufacturing, retail and service industries
expanded, the opportunities improved for young people of working class families – 
especially girls – to find employment that did not necessitate leaving the parental home
(Gilding 1991).Thus, in the decades following Federation, increasing numbers of young
adults remained in the family home until they married. While living at home, they obtained
their first jobs, and became more or less financially independent of their parents.

After World War II Australia entered the prosperous decades of the 1950s and 1960s. In
this era of almost full employment, financial independence was relatively easy to achieve.
Even so, marriage remained the dominant reason for leaving home. Thus trends in age at
leaving home corresponded with trends in age at marriage, and those leaving home were not
expected to return (McDonald 1995). It appears that from the 1960s to early 1980s daugh-
ters tended to leave home when aged 19 or 20, and sons when around the age of 21 years
(Young 1984, 1996). 

Nevertheless, in the 1970s the numbers of children leaving home to marry fell. During
this period, “shotgun” marriages (marriages that were hastened by pre-marital pregnancy)
also declined as the contraceptive pill became widely available. Increasing numbers left
home to be “independent” and some left to live with a partner.
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However, the relationship between residential
arrangements and young adults’ social or financial
dependency is complex: some young adults may
remain at home or return home in order to care for 
parents who are ill or require other forms of assistance
regardless of any benefits that may be received in
return – an example of the reciprocal nature of support
between parents and their children which can be 
overlooked when reflecting on patterns of leaving
home. For the most part though, it appears that the
direction of most assistance is from parents to young
adult children (Millward 1998).

As Holdsworth (2000) points out, leaving home is
likely to be expedited by parents’ transferable
resources (such as financial support) and delayed by
non-transferable resources (such as a comfortable
standard of living in the parental home). In other
words, for some young people, leaving home may be
facilitated by the continuing availability of financial
support from parents. Conversely, some young people
may remain at, or return, home to enjoy home com-
forts, and some young people with partners stay
overnight together on a regular basis in their family
home and/or in their partner’s home.

For young Indigenous Australians, on the other
hand, patterns of leaving home differed markedly 
from those of other young people. Traditionally, chil-
dren of Indigenous Australians were the responsibility
of a complex kinship system rather than only the 
biological parents. Peel (1998: 11) explains the system
as follows: “Kinship was a complex grid of extended
family members, complicated rules about marriage,
and the recognition of brothers, sisters, children and
parents which did not follow simple rules of birth or
shared blood.” 

In the 1980s and 1990s, the demands for a skilled
workforce increased. The number of low-skilled, yet
relatively high paid jobs available to school leavers
declined markedly, while the number of part-time or
casual jobs in the burgeoning service industries
increased. These trends led young people to remain
longer in the education system – and thus, in the 
family home – often earning some money in casual
employment. The increasing tendency for those 
aged 20–24 years to live in the family home has been
particularly marked for women (Table 1).

Table 1 captures snapshots at a point of time only:
some of the young people recorded as living at home
may have moved out then returned. In fact, leaving
home has increasingly lost its finality. The tendency 
in more recent times for young adults to return to the
family home is suggested in Table 2 which summarises
data from two national surveys conducted by the 
Australian Institute of Family Studies. In the 20–24 
age group, both sons and daughters in the first 
(1981) survey were less likely than those interviewed
in the second (1998) survey to have returned home at
least once – the “never empty nest”. In the 25–29 age
group, the same pattern applied to sons but little 
difference was apparent for daughters.

The increasing proportion of young people remain-
ing in, or returning to, the family home suggests 
that dependency on parents has become more pro-
longed than in the past – a situation that has been
reinforced by youth and family policy in which
parental income increasingly determines whether
young adults receive government income support
(Smyth 2001). Such prolonged dependency can have a
profound impact on parents’ financial circumstances
and lifestyle. 

14

Percentage of young men and women living with their parents, by age

Age15-19 years Age 20-24 years Age 25-34 years

men % women % men % women % men % women %

1979 88.7 80.2 45.5 24.8 9.2 3.3

1985 91.9 86.8 52.8 30.9 11.2 4.7

1990 91.6 85.6 55.9 37.4 12.5 6.5

1995 89.5 83.4 51.9 38.4 14.9 6.3

2000 91.0 84.8 52.0 39.0 16.1 8.3
Source: ABS (various years - June), Labour force status and other characteristics of families, Australia, Catalgoue No.6224.0, Canberra.

Table 1

Age 20-24 years Age 25-29 years

men % women % men % women %

Those living at home when surveyed 1981 54.8 37.7 17.0 8.4

1998 64.3 53.5 33.0 14.3

Those who had never left home 1981 35.2 24.2 8.5 3.7

1998 35.1 35.9 13.0 7.5

Those who had left home and returned at least once 1981 52.2 44.3 45.6 39.0

1998 66.7 56.9 56.9 42.3
Source: AIFS Australian Family Formation Survey (1981); AIFS Australian Young Adult Survey (1998).

Table 2

“If we maintain that the family is the basic and coordinating unit of society and the context in which personality is   “If we maintain that the family is the basic and coordinating unit of society and the context in which personality is   
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This system has continued to exist to
varying degrees, and to Indigenous Aus-
tralians “family” tends to be very broadly
defined, with many children moving around their
extended family over the course of their lives (Butler
1993). Given the practice, until as recently as the
1970s, of the forcible removal of children from their
families and communities (the “stolen generations”),
the term “leaving home” is likely to be regarded as a
euphemism by Indigenous communities. 

Forming partnerships
The establishment of a committed
“living-together” relationship
between two adults is typically a
central milestone in the family for-
mation process. Throughout most
of the 20th century, this new way
of life typically began with mar-
riage. Increasingly, however, there
is a new period in people’s lives

between leaving home and marrying – a period that often
involves living with a partner.

Furthermore, some people never marry, and the
propensity to marry has changed considerably over the
years. Before World War II, around 15–24 per cent of
men and 10–17 per cent of women aged in their late
40s had never married. As Hugo (2001) notes, mar-
riage rates have fallen during recessions and increased
during periods of war and their aftermath. However, the
overall trend has been one of rising marriage rates until
the 1970s then falling rates thereafter. 

Rates and timing of marriage
Table 3 refers to men and women aged 45–49 who had
experienced marriage (including those who were
divorced or widowed). Most people who marry at some
stage in their lives have done so by this age. The pro-
portions of men and women who had married
increased between 1920 and the mid-1980s then fell.
At the start of the century, men were considerably less
likely to marry than women, but men’s propensity to
marry increased to a level close to that of women
within the first two decades.

While marriage rates increased gradually in the first 70
years of the 20th century, age at marriage fell, except dur-
ing the Great Depression of the 1930s when marriage
was often postponed. The steepest decline in age at mar-
riage occurred during World War II until the early 1970s. 

These trends are demonstrated in Figures 1a and 1b
which depict first marriage rates per 1000 never mar-
ried men and women in different age groups in 1921,
1940, 1970 and 2000. Across the periods represented,
rates of marriage varied considerably amongst younger
adults (men who were 20–34 years; women who were
under 30 years) but changed little for older groups.

Percentage of men and women aged 45-49 years 
who have ever married, 1901-2000

Men Women Difference 
% % %

1901 76.3 90.2 13.9

1911 77.7 86.3 8.6

1921 80.3 83.4 3.1

1933 85.3 85.7 0.4

1947 86.1 87.3 1.2

1954 88.4 89.6 1.2

1961 90.0 92.6 2.6

1966 90.5 94.1 3.6

1971 91.0 95.1 4.1

1976 90.7 95.5 4.8

1986 92.1 95.6 3.5

1990 91.7 94.9 3.2

1996 90.8 93.9 3.1

2000 89.1 92.8 3.7

Source: Australian Census 1901; McDonald (1982); ABS (1996,2001), 
Marriages and Divorces Australia, Catalogue No. 3310.0, Canberra.

Table 3
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marry from the decision to have children (Carmichael
1984). Women could thus continue working after mar-
riage – as long as their employer accepted married
women. As Carmichael (1984: 127) explains, “the pill
rendered marriage more a licence for cohabitation and
less a declaration of intent to become parents.” 

The rise in cohabitation
The contraceptive pill also provided couples with oppor-
tunities to live together without marrying. As increasing
numbers of couples followed this pathway, the strong
social condemnation about pre-marital sexual relation-
ships gradually weakened (de Vaus 1997a), thereby
encouraging the more conventional to follow suit. Of all
heterosexual couples living together, the proportion who
cohabit appears to have increased from less than one
per cent in 1971, and nearly 6 per cent in 1986, to 10
per cent in 1996 (ABS 2000a; Carmichael 1995; Santow
and Bracher 1994). However, cohabitation in Australia
was by no means restricted to recent decades – indeed,
it was particularly prevalent amongst the working
classes during the convict era (Carmichael 1995).

Despite the apparent rise in cohabitation rates in
recent decades, the vast majority of couples who live
together are married. However, cohabitation is now the
common pathway to marriage, applying to 71 per cent of
people who married in 2000, compared with only 16 per
cent in 1975 (ABS 1995, 2001a). Marrying without first
cohabiting has thus become increasingly uncommon.

Becoming parents
Despite the increasing trend for couples to cohabit,
marriage remains the dominant pathway to child 
bearing. The recent fall in marriage rates has been
accompanied by a fall in the total fertility rate (that is,
the number of babies a woman can expect to have in
her lifetime, given the age-specific birth rates prevail-
ing at the time). However, the decrease in fertility is not
exclusive to recent decades.

Total fertility rate
Figure 2 depicts the variation in the total fertility rate
across the 20th century. At the start of the century, the
total fertility rate was nearly 4.0, having fallen by about

Figures 1a and 1b also show that, until recently, bach-
elors typically married at 25–29 years. However,
first-time marriage rates for men who were 20–24 years
rose significantly between 1940 and 1970, but fell even
more dramatically 30 years later. By 2000, men were
just as likely to marry for the first time when aged 30–34
years as when aged 25–29 years (71.0 and 70.7 per 1000
unmarried men respectively). The most common age for
women to marry was 20–24 years in 1970, and 25–29
years for the earlier and more recent periods repre-
sented in Figure 1b. 

Marrying before the age of 25 is now fairly uncommon
for both men and women. Furthermore, the timing of
marriage is considerably more diverse in recent times
than in early periods, as reflected in the “flatter” distri-
butions for 2000 compared with those for other years
(Figures 1a and 1b).

The trend towards early marriages before the 1960s
was also accelerated by “shotgun marriages” among
teenagers and young adults. Before the contraceptive
pill became available, sexual relationships before mar-
riage were very much discouraged – and the term
“contraception” was banned from use on Australian
radio (The Sunday Age 2001). Unmarried mothers
were considered to be unfit to raise their children, 
and those who did not marry before childbirth were
typically expected to – and often coerced into – relin-
quishing their newborn infant for adoption (Jones
2000; Swain and Howe 1995). 

The prevailing social stigma attached to these women
who “got into trouble” is well revealed in extracts from
an article appearing in Pix magazine in 1957 (see accom-
panying boxed inset). The article also highlights the
importance of marriage to women at the time. While the
strong stigma attached to unmarried mothers appears to
have reduced, opinion is divided about the acceptability
of having children outside marriage, and there remains a
sense of unease about children being raised in sole-par-
ent families (de Vaus 1997a).

Rather than delaying marriages, the introduction of
the contraceptive pill in 1961, and its cost-reducing
inclusion on the Pharmaceutical Benefits List in 1972,
initially supported early marriages, for almost totally
reliable contraception gave couples much greater oppor-
tunities than in the past to disconnect the decision to
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one third over the previous 30 years (Hugo 2001). By
1934, during the Great Depression, the fertility rate
had fallen to replacement level (2.1 babies per woman)
– a trend that apparently resulted more from deliberate
birth control within marriage than from the postpone-
ment of marriage that occurred at the time (Ruzicka
and Caldwell 1982). 

In the late 1940s and early 1950s, the economic out-
look improved and fertility increased as births
postponed during World War II took place. This rate
was sustained by the trend towards earlier and near
universal marriages at that time, as well as the influx of
immigrants of child bearing age (Hugo 2001; Ruzicka
and Caldwell 1982). In fact, the “baby boom” which
began after World War II was really a “marriage boom”
as fertility rates within marriage changed little (Ruz-
icka and Caldwell 1982). By 1961, the total fertility
rate was the highest for the century (3.5 babies per
woman), but 15 years later, it had for the first time
fallen below the replacement level of 2.1 babies per
woman. The rate levelled out in the late 1970s and
1980s, then fell progressively in the 1990s, reaching its
lowest level in 1999 and remaining at this level in 2000
(under 1.8 babies per woman). 

The fertility rate for Indigenous women has
remained higher than that for all women, but has fallen
more rapidly. Thus, the difference in rates for Indige-
nous and non-Indigenous women has narrowed
considerably, especially in the 1970s. In the 1960s, the
fertility rate for Indigenous women was nearly twice
that for all women (5.8 compared with 3.5 babies per
woman), while in 2000 the rates were 2.2 and under 1.8
respectively (ABS 2001b). 

While the total fertility rate has fallen, the propor-
tion of children born outside marriage has increased,
particularly in the last two decades. Through most of
the century, around 4–6 per cent of all births were ex-
nuptial. The proportion rose to 9 per cent in 1971,
reaching 29 per cent in 1999, and remaining at this
level in 2000. Although it is not clear how many of
these children were born to parents who were living
together, the trend corresponds with the increasing
number of couples in de facto relationships. Increas-
ingly, the father’s name has appeared on the birth
certificate (57 per cent in 1979, 68 per cent in 1985, 77

per cent in 1990, 88 per cent of ex-nuptial births in
1999 and 2000). 

Age-related fertility rates
While the fall in fertility in the 1920s and early 1930s
applied to virtually all age groups of women, the fall in
recent decades has been restricted to those under the
age of 30 years, with the most spectacular rise then fall
occurring for women in their early twenties. Teenage
fertility peaked in 1971 (nearly 56 babies per 1000
women aged 15–19 years) and reached its lowest rate
ever recorded in 2000 (17 births per 1000 teenagers).
However, the fertility rate for Indigenous teenagers in
2000 was five times the rate for all teenagers (85 births
per 1000 Indigenous teenagers). Most births to teenagers
occur outside of marriage (91 per cent in 2000). 

In contrast to the falling fertility for those under 30
years old, Figure 3 shows that the proportion of women
in their thirties giving birth to a child has increased in
recent decades, although women of this age are less
likely to have a child compared with women of this age
during the baby boom period and before the Great
Depression of the 1930s. 

Women giving birth when at least 30 years old are
increasingly likely to be first-time mothers (34 per cent
in 1999 compared with 27 per cent in 1993). In other
words, women are delaying having their first child.
Nevertheless, the rise in the fertility rate of women
aged 30 or more years did not make up for the fall in the
rate for younger women. 

extracts  f rom Pix magazine 1957

AUSTRALIA’S UNWED MOTHERS
A 1957 view of “a national social problem”

“It is obvious that many marriages of this [“shotgun”] kind are not suitable matches
because the element of compulsion, or imagined compulsion, becomes the big factor. 

“The fact that the desirability of chastity before marriage has been ignored takes some-
thing from the loveliness of marriage.“But as one in four of first children born in
Australia are conceived out of wedlock it is obvious that many marriages of this kind
must be successful.” – Minister of Religion

“I think that it is greatly to the credit of the numbers of couples who find that the girl is
with child and decide to marry. They, to my mind are the good girls. I find the bad ones
the girls who, for one reason or another, don’t marry and either undergo abortions or are
content to bear their child and have it adopted.” – Doctor of Medicine

“The young men and women of today enjoy a previously unheard-of freedom. From teen
age they almost have their will, and the growth of industry and business which throws
young and physically attractive people together must result in Nature ultimately finding
its way.” – Sociologist

“It is obvious with the now widespread knowledge of birth control, licence outside the
marriage bond has become all too common in the Australian society.” – Minister of Religion

“The temperament of modern times forces the girl to try and trap her man. This funda-
mentally is what lies behind the bikini and the clothes that expose instead of cover. All
things being equal, any man should show a normal, healthy sex interest in any female.

“But since the war, in a market predominantly male, the female finds herself in stiff compe-
tition. In the era of today, she is forced to make herself physically as exciting as possible. 

“In many cases, particularly among the 20–30 age group, it’s their last bid for a man. They
even will gladly hope for pregnancy in the hope of snaring their prey.” – Doctor of Medicine

Church and social welfare leaders throughout Australia
are alarmed at the decline in Australian morals. Since
1944, more than 100,000 illegitimate children have been
born in the Commonwealth. Conservative church sources 
estimate that in one marriage in every four, the bride is
pregnant when she walks down the aisle to the alter.

Total fertility rates * in Australia
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of four or more children have become quite unusual.
The proportion of women aged 40–44 years having four
or more children has decreased from 26 per cent for
those born in the late 1930s to 13 per cent for those
born in the early to mid 1950s, while the proportions
with no children has increased (from 8 per cent to 12
per cent) (ABS 2000b). 

While precise estimates vary, it appears that at least
20 per cent of women currently now in their early child
bearing years will remain childless (Merlo and Row-
land 2000). This rate is similar to that for women
whose child bearing years were disrupted by the 1930s
Depression and World War II, and would be even higher
today were it not for medically assisted pregnancies
that now account for 2 per cent of births each year. Yet
surveys reveal that only 6–7 per cent of women intend
to remain childless (McDonald 2001). 

The higher actual than intended rate of childless-
ness seems to be due to many factors including failures
to establish or maintain relationships, having stepchil-
dren, pursuit  of  freedom and autonomy, and
work/education pressures (McDonald 2001; Weston
and Qu 2001). Women’s increased participation in the
workforce appears to be particularly important. By the
1970s, couples tended to emphasise the need to defer
having children until the female partner was estab-
lished in a job or had completed her education, and the
couple had embarked on home ownership. Inevitably,
some couples ended up having fewer children than
intended (Ruzicka and Caldwell 1982). 

Changing role of parents
The changing patterns of family formation during the
20th century appear to be closely linked with a marked
shift away from the male breadwinner – female home-
maker model to one where couples increasingly shared
the breadwinning role. The nature of work available to
women also expanded beyond such industries as com-
munity and personal services and manufacturing.

For most of the century, girls were more likely than
boys to leave school on attaining the minimum
“school-leaving age”. Retention to final years of school-
ing remained lower than that for boys until the
mid-1970s, and from the 1980s, the retention rate for
girls has been higher than that for boys. 

The curtailment of girls’ education was consistent
with the notions that they were destined to become full-
time home makers and that they were inherently suited
for a narrow range of routine, monotonous occupations.
The latter view was made explicit in the 1918 Royal
Commission into the administration of the Common-
wealth Public Service, and in the 1942 review of public
service recruitment. According to the Royal Commis-
sion report, women were allegedly prone to nervous
breakdowns if they continued beyond a limited period
in positions normally held by men, while according to
the 1942 review, women were better suited to monoto-
nous work than men, and their appointment in such
positions would release more capable officers to take on
tasks entailing greater responsibility (Sawer 2001).

It was not until 1966 that the Commonwealth Public
Service permitted married women to be appointed or
remain as permanent officers in the Commonwealth 

Family size and childlessness 
Women are not only having their first child at progres-
sively older ages but their total child bearing period has
shortened (Jain and McDonald 1997). Comparable esti-
mates across time are difficult to make because the
nature of data collected has varied. Nevertheless, families
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Service and to return to their jobs after the birth of their
children. Increasing numbers of women maintained some
attachment to the labour force upon having children.

Figure 4 shows the surge in labour force participa-
tion rates of married women since 1933. This increase
applies to married women of all ages, including those 
in the main child bearing
years (25–34 years), although
there remains a “trough” dur-
ing this period. The growth
in the labour force participa-
tion rate for women is also
evident among the Indige-
nous population (from 36 per
cent in 1986 to 42 per cent 
in 1996). However, their 
participation rate remains
well below that for non-
Indigenous women.

A combination of “push
and pull” factors have contributed to this “revolution” in
labour force participation, including increases in hous-
ing costs, prolonged financial dependency of children,
the increased availability of part-time and casual work
as well as child care, and various changes in legislation
and national policies that have improved women’s edu-
cation and employment opportunities, and wages. 

For example, workplaces became more family-
oriented to a limited extent, with the introduction of
innovations such as maternity leave (1979), then
parental leave (in 1994), which gave fathers the same
amount of unpaid leave as mothers. In 1990, Australia
ratified the International Labour Organization Con-
vention 156, thereby committing to the development of
policies to remove discrimination in the workplace
against workers with family responsibilities. 

While 59 per cent of couple families with children aged
less than 15 years had both parents in the labour force in
June 1999, the presence of children is more likely to
affect the labour force participation rates of women than
men. In June 1999, 94 per cent of husbands and 61 per
cent of wives with children under 15 years old were in the
labour force, while the participation rates for sole fathers
and sole mothers with children of this age were 65 per
cent and 52 per cent respectively. 

Not surprisingly, both couple mothers and sole
mothers are less likely to be in the labour force when
they have a child under the age of five years than when
their youngest child is at least five years old (Figure 5).
Second, as Figure 5 shows, sole mothers are less likely
than couple mothers to be in the labour force when
their youngest child is under the age of 15. This trend
is reversed when the youngest child turns 15 years. 

As the importance of mothers’ breadwinning role
increased, fathers have been called upon to play a 
more active role in domestic life. Bittman and Pixley
(1997) maintain that there has been little evidence 
of change in domestic responsibilities: women still appear
to be carrying the bulk of child care and other household
responsibilities (see also Sanson and Wise in this edition
of Family Matters). Nevertheless, research by Dempsey
(2000) suggests that fathers may be contributing more in
the area of child care than in the past.

Divorcing
The increase in the divorce rate represents
one of the most spectacular transitions in
family-related trends in the 20th century.
Radical changes in divorce legislation and
other social changes played important roles

in this development. A brief outline of some of these
changes will thus be provided, before the divorce rate is
discussed. More detailed accounts can be found in
Carmichael and McDonald (1987), Nicholson and Harri-
son (2000), and Parker, Parkinson and Behrens (1999). 

Divorce legislation was the responsibility of the
States until the Matrimonial Causes Act (1959) came
into operation in 1961. Prior to this, grounds for
divorce were almost exclusively “fault-based” and var-
ied to some extent across the States and Territories,
with offences being added over the years. Desertion
was the most frequently used ground for divorce fol-
lowed by adultery. These accounted for more than 60
per cent and more than 25 per cent respectively of
divorces granted in 1950–1955 (Coughlan 1957). 

However, there was strong recognition that many
couples were trapped in unhappy marriages, leading
Elkin (1957: 215) to argue that “those who marry must
be prepared for the state of life they enter at marriage
and for the role they will henceforth have to play”. At
the same time, the fact that marriage education is a life-
long process was recognised: “Education for marriage
and in marriage is really a never-ending process
stretching from birth into the middle and later decades
of life.” (Coughlan 1957: 141)

With the establishment of uniform legislation in
1961, it was still necessary to prove fault – or to undergo
five years of separation. As before, desertion was the
most frequently used ground for divorce, followed by
adultery. Separation of five years became the third most
frequently used ground for divorce, suggesting that most
unhappily married people preferred to prove fault
rather than wait for five years. However, the federal gov-
ernment came under increasing pressure to introduce
divorce legislation that was more dignified and compas-
sionate – legislation that was not fault-based. 

This pressure led to the introduction of the Family Law
Act 1975, which came into force in 1976. The Act allowed
a divorce based on only one ground – “irretrievable break-
down” – as measured by at least 12 months of separation. 

In addition, the Child Support Scheme, phased in
over 1988 and 1989 substantially increased the amount,
regularity, and predictability of financial support from
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than it was before the Act came into operation. It fell to
10.6 per 1,000 married women in 1987, then increased
to 12.9 by 1996, before levelling out. In 1999 and 2000,
the rates were 12.7 and 12.0 respectively. 

The “seven year itch” is clearly apparent: for marriages
ending in divorce, the median length of marriage to final
separation ranged from 7.3 to 7.9 years between 1984
and 1999, although it reached 8.2 years in 2000. Over this
period, divorce has almost invariably been delayed for an
average of three years after the final separation.

What proportion of marriages seem likely to end in
divorce? The answer to this question depends on the
estimation method adopted. The Australian Bureau of
Statistics has used two methods: one is based on current
levels of marriage, divorce, remarriage, widowing and
mortality, while the other is based on past levels of first
marriages and remarriages. The proportion of marriages
likely to end in divorce is estimated to be 32 per cent by
the former method and 46 per cent by the latter, more
traditional method. Adoption of either method suggests
that the likelihood of marriages ending in divorce has
increased since at least 1985–1987 (ABS 2001c). 

The entire process of marriage breakdown, along
with post-divorce circumstances and transitions, are
crucial factors affecting children’s wellbeing (Pryor and
Rodgers 2001). Given delayed child bearing, the pro-
portion of divorces involving children under 18 years
old has fallen over the last 20 years (from 61 per cent in
1980 to 53 per cent in 2000). On the other hand, given
the increase in the total number of divorces and the
still continuing but slow growth in the child population,
numbers of children involved in divorce has increased
(46,800 children experienced the divorce of their par-
ents in 1980, compared with 49,600 in 2000). 

Repartnering
For the first part of the century, repartnering involved
marriage rather than cohabitation. Ninety per cent of
marriages in 1911 were first marriages for both bride and
groom, 8 per cent were a first marriage for one of the
partners, and only 2 per cent involved remarriage for
both partners. These proportions had altered little by
1920, being 88 per cent, 9 per cent and 2 per cent
respectively. Even in the mid-1950s, the same broad pat-
tern existed: 83 per cent of marriages in 1955 were first
marriages for both bride and groom, 12 per cent were a
first marriage for one of the partners and only 5 per cent
represented remarriages for both partners (ABS 2001a;
Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, 1957). 

The rate of remarriage increased steadily throughout
most of the century, with a marked increase from 14 per
cent of marriages in 1970 to 32 per cent in 1980.
Improved access to divorce provided by the Family Law
Act 1975 probably accounted for much of this increase.
In subsequent years, the proportion of marriages involv-
ing remarriage for one or both partners has levelled out,
being 33 per cent in 2000 (ABS 2001a).

Not surprisingly, divorce overtook widowhood as the
main predecessor to remarriage. In 1911, only 7 per cent
of men and 13 per cent of women who remarried were
divorced. These proportions had increased to 13 per cent
of men and 15 per cent of women by 1920. By the 1950s,

non-resident parents (typically fathers) to the children.
These factors, along with real increases in social secu-
rity payments and allowances (Harding and Szukalska
2000), and the rise in workforce participation of moth-
ers, have led to higher living standards for sole parents
and their children, thereby allowing many more unhap-
pily married people to proceed with divorce. 

The impact of these legislative and other changes on
divorce (and thus remarriage) has been dramatic, as
shown in Figure 6 which focuses on trends for women.
The divorce rate in the early part of the 20th century was
negligible, rising to slightly over two per 1000 married
women in the early 1940s and reaching around five per
1000 married women by 1947, partly reflecting the
instability of hasty marriages of war-time and disruptive
effects of war on marriage (Carmichael and McDonald
1987; Coughlan 1957). The divorce rate then fell over
following decades, reaching a nadir of 2.8 divorces per
1000 married women in 1961, but then more than dou-
bling by 1975 (7.4 per 1000 married women), just before
the Family Law Act (1975) came into force. 

A spectacular rise in the divorce rate occurred in
1976 (to around 19.2 per 1000 married women), as the
backlog of long-term separations were formalised and
some divorces were brought forward. Not surprisingly,
the rate then subsided but has remained much higher
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remarrying partners were more likely to be divorced
rather than widowed (in 1955, 59–60 per cent were
divorced; 40–41 per cent were widowed), but the propor-
tion of marriages that were remarriages for one or both
partners remained relatively small (17 per cent in 1955).
By 1980, 87 per cent of men and 84 per cent of women
remarrying had previously been divorced and in 2000,
these proportions were 92 per cent for
men and 91 per cent for women. During
this 20 year period, the proportion of
marriages that were remarriages for 
one or both partners has remained fairly
constant (around one third) (ABS 2001a;
Commonwealth Bureau of Census and
Statistics 1957). 

While it might be expected that 
people approach a second marriage
more cautiously than a first marriage,
remarriages tend to be less stable than
first marriages, particularly couples
who are quite young when they remarry
(de Vaus 1997b), or where there are children from an
earlier marriage (Booth  and Edwards 1992). 

Household composition
The above patterns of family formation, dissolution and
reformation, along with the increased participation of
women in paid work, have led to marked changes in the
size and composition of households and families.

Although families extend across households, for the
purposes of family type monitoring, the Australian
Bureau of Statistics defines families as “two or more per-
sons, one of whom is at least 15 years of age, who are
related by blood, marriage (registered or de facto), adop-
tion, step or fostering, and who are usually resident in
the same household” (ABS 1999a: 116). Household
types comprise family households, group households
(containing unrelated members, all of whom are 15
years or more), and lone-person households. However,
as Hugo (2001) points out, trends in family types can
only be captured for recent decades when census data
were collated on the basis of the family unit. 

Hugo (2001) notes that the numbers of group and
lone-person households have increased significantly – the
former from 4 per cent of households in 1986 to 5 per
cent in 1999, the latter from 16 per cent in 1976 to 24 per
cent in 1999. Nevertheless, the majority of households
continue to be family households (70 per cent in 1999). 

Family households have become more diverse. Fami-
lies consisting of couples and dependent children
decreased from 48 per cent in 1976 to 41 per cent in
1996, while sole-parent families with dependent chil-
dren increased from 7 per cent to 10 per cent during this
period (see Figure 7). Overall, the number of households
with children decreased from 44 per cent in 1976 to 36
per cent in 1996. In 1997, 18 per cent of children below
the age of 15 lived in a single parent family and around
one-third of all children in this age group are expected
live for some time in this situation (Hugo 2001). 

In 1997, 4 per cent of families with children under
18 years old were stepfamilies (where one parent is not
the natural parent of the children in the household),

while 3 per cent were blended
families (containing at least one
natural child of the couple and
one stepchild of one parent).
The parents in these families
were more likely than those 

in “intact families” to be cohabiting – 44 per cent in 
step-families, 26 per cent in blended families, and 6 per
cent in families in which all children are born of the 
couple (ABS 1999b). 

According to ABS (2001c) projections, couple fami-
lies without children will become more prevalent than
those with children in 2016, and by 2021, these two
groups will represent 42 per cent and 40 per cent of all
families respectively. These trends can be explained in
terms of the large group of “baby boomers” who will no
longer be living with their children and the increase in
the number of couples who remain childless.

Some of the above changes have led to an average
Australian household size of 2.6 people in 1996, with
24 per cent of households containing only one person.
The Australian Bureau of Statistics projects that the
average size of households will decline to 2.3 people in
2021 (ABS 2001c). 

While the vast majority of family households in Aus-
tralia comprise only one family, sole-parent families
are more likely than couple-parent families to be living
with extended family members (often grandparents),
non-relatives or other families (22 per cent compared
with 6 per cent in 1996). 

However, the households of Indigenous Australians
tend to be particularly large and complex, with 44 per
cent of sole-parent Indigenous families and 21 per cent
of couple-parent families (where at least one of the par-
ents is an Indigenous Australian) living in extended or
multifamily households, or households with non-rela-
tives in 1996 (ABS 1999b). In addition, disproportionate
numbers in some cultural groups, including Southern
European, Middle Eastern and Asian groups and Indige-
nous Australians, live in extended family households
(Millward  and de Vaus 1997). 

Discussion 
Australia is not alone in experiencing the trends out-
lined above. Generally speaking, other Western
countries also encountered similar transitions, although
the pace and level of change vary. These transitions
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enables us to seek solutions. Such research includes
studies of the impact on children and parents of various
experiences including the quality of the co-parental
relationship, the way conflict is handled, financial cir-
cumstances, maternal employment in early childhood,
family-friendly workplaces, the number and nature of
child care arrangements experienced by children, mar-
ital separation and the way it is handled, post-divorce
financial outcomes, and the number of post-divorce
transitions encountered by children. 

Similarly, research into the impact of relationship
education and various other prevention or early inter-
vention programs on the quality of the couple
relationship and the wellbeing of the family as a whole
and of its members also help shape values and solutions.

Again, the needs of different family types must be
monitored, and action taken to reinforce their
strengths and to overcome inherent vulnerabilities, for
support from government, business, and communities
needs to be directed towards Australia’s families in all
their diversity. It is important that no group “slips
through the cracks”. 

The impact of family life experiences on children’s
ability to form their own happy, well-functioning fami-
lies when adults needs to be better understood. As Elkin
(1957: 215) explained: “If we maintain that the family is
the basic and coordinating unit of society and the con-
text in which personality is developed for good or ill, we
should teach our children so and prepare them to per-
form life’s essential task: a task fraught with difficulty,
but rewarded with deep and lasting satisfaction.”

The concern generated by evidence of family change
sometimes causes great angst. It can also be a sign of
healthy vigilance about the direction society is head-
ing. Society is not stagnant: its very survival depends
on its ability to adapt and evolve. In a similar way, the
family will continue to evolve. 

What insights then might we gain about the future
from reflecting on family trends over the past 100
years?  Elkin’s (1957: 201) comments in his landmark
work Marriage and the Family in Australia seem par-
ticularly apt: “Adaptation and readaptation, change and
continuity: this is the process and the problem which
challenges every generation anew”. Whatever the
changes, the family’s role as the key source of support,
love and care for its members needs to be protected and
promoted. Hence the need for continued monitoring of
family trends, and for continued research into their
implications for society, the family and its members.
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n common with other countries, Australia has a
range of policies with the objective of providing
income security to families with children. The
level and means by which assistance is provided
to Australian families has developed over the
20th century, reflecting changes in the social

structure, the labour market, attitudes and priorities, as
well as the capacity of Australians to afford the support
being provided to families. 

At different times these objectives have included con-
tributing to the cost of bearing and raising children and
redistributing resources over the lifecycle, alleviating child
poverty and boosting low family earnings, promoting
equity within the tax system, redistributing within families,
and relieving unemployment and low income traps. Over-
all, the Australian system has gone further than many other
countries in emphasising redistribution to low income fam-
ilies and in particular to mothers within families.

A number of types of family assistance can be distin-
guished. The first are supplements to family income,

II
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There are lessons, both positive

and negative, to be learned from

Australia’s experiences with

assisting families with children

over the last century. 
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first two types of family programs – child-related income
supplements and those income support payments pro-
vided to families with children. The discussion is
structured as follows. First, the main historical develop-
ments in the provision of income support for Australian
families are described, and the major factors underpin-
ning these changes are identified. Then follows a
discussion of a number of specific issues – the adminis-
tration and delivery of benefits, including take-up of
family benefits, impacts on child poverty, and the impli-
cations of family assistance for incentives to work.
Finally, some concluding comments are made.

Historical development of family payments
It is important to place the development of family pay-
ments in an historical context. A brief review of key
developments over the century is required to appreciate
the current system, its complexities and diverse objec-
tives (Stanton and Herscovitch 1992; Stanton and Fuery
1995; Whiteford 1995). Table 1 summarises some of
these major changes.

The period 1901–1975: from federation to universal family
allowances
Early consideration of child endowment schemes in
Australia largely occurred in the context of discussions
about wage fixation. A form of child endowment was
introduced into the Commonwealth public service in
1920 and more generally in New South Wales in 1927
(Cass 1983; Report of the Royal Commission 1929). A
national system of child endowment was introduced in
1941, with the assistance restricted to second and sub-
sequent children. This Child Endowment system was
universal and regarded as a supplement to the basic
wage (Kewley 1973: 194). 

During World War II, as part of increasing its powers
to coordinate Australia’s war effort more effectively, the
Federal Government took sole responsibility for income
taxation which had formerly been partly the preserve 
of State governments. These increased powers and 
revenues provided the opportunity for the Federal Gov-
ernment to greatly enhance its role in social security
provision. In addition to Child Endowment in 1941, pro-
visions were introduced in 1942 for Widows Pensions
and Unemployment and Sickness Benefits in 1945 (see
Stanton and Dapre 1995).

While there were a number of important policy changes
over succeeding decades, the underlying structure of the
system of family payments was not altered. The most
important change affecting family payments was the
introduction of Family Allowance from 1976. This
involved the cashing-out of the then income tax
rebates for children, so that assistance was
redirected from taxpayers (usually
fathers) to mothers. Low-income fami-
lies whose incomes had not been high
enough to benefit from the tax rebates
also received significantly increased
assistance (some 300,000 families).2

The period 1976–2001: the retreat from universalism
Changes over the next decade were strongly influenced
by the climate of expenditure restraint. The Coalition
Government between 1975 and 1983 primarily relied on
non-indexation of payments to restrain the growth of

designed to enhance the incomes of families relative to
those without children. These income supplements at
different times have been provided either through the
income taxation system or through direct cash benefits. 

The second main type involves payments designed to
provide a minimally adequate income to persons with no
or limited income from other sources. These payments
(for example, for the unemployed and people with dis-
abilities) are received by those without children, as well
as by unemployed families and sole parents.1 Families
with children, however, receive higher levels of assis-
tance, as well as supplementary payments for children. 

Governments have also at different times provided
assistance to help with specific costs associated 
with having children, in particular at the time around
the birth of children. Increasingly in recent years 
governments have also provided assistance to meet part
of the costs of child care.

This article discusses the Australian system of sup-
port for families with children. It focuses mainly on the
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Major policy developments, family and related payments, 1901-2001

and extending additional assistance to an increasing 
proportion of low-income families.

The growth in the number and proportion of children
in families receiving income support is a consequence 
of three trends – the growth in sole parenthood, an
increase in the impact of unemployment on couples
with children, and a smaller growth in the number 
of disability pensioners with children. The most 
important of these is the growth in sole parenthood. 
The number of children in sole parent pensioner 
families increased from 1.8 per cent of children under
16 in 1965 to nearly 15 per cent in 1998. Among 
those receiving unemployment payments and their 
partners, changes in numbers assisted were closely
related to the economic cycle. Numbers rose substan-
tially in 1974-75, 1982-83 and again in 1991-92. The
introduction of Parenting Allowance, and a more 
generous income test for allowances, increased the

social security expenditure, while the subsequent Labor
Government more explicitly targeted benefits through
increased income and assets-testing.

While assistance to older students was wound back
somewhat from 1978 onwards, coverage of children
under 16 years of age was virtually universal until 1987.
The introduction of means testing in 1987 (first for
dependent students) and tighter income and assets tests
from 1994 reduced coverage to around 79 per cent by
June 1998. The reduction in coverage of general assis-
tance for all families with children was accompanied by
increased coverage of assistance for low-income families
and increases on the real level of child benefits for these
families. The number of children in these families
increased from around 3 per cent of all children under
the age of 16 years in 1965 to 43 per cent of all children
in 1998. Targeting was therefore achieved through two
processes – reducing assistance to high-income families,

Year Policy development

1912 Introduction of Commonwealth Maternity Allowances.

1914 Introduction of War Widows Pensions.

1920 Introduction of Child Endowment in Commonwealth public service. 

1926 Introduction of Widows Pensions in NSW.

1927 Introduction of Child Endowment in NSW.

1941 Introduction of Commonwealth Child Endowment for second and subsequent children.

1942 Introduction of Commonwealth Widows Pensions.

1950 Child Endowment payable for first child.

1965 Child Allowance and Additional Pension extended to all age pensioners. Mother’s/Guardian Allowance available to all single age and invalid 
pensioners with dependent children. Age of eligible students extended to 21 years for all pensioners.

1966 All restrictions on payments applying to Aboriginal Australians were removed.

1968 Additional Pension for children extended to first child and free-of-means test Child Allowance abolished; residence requirements removed if
woman and husband residing permanently in Australia at time she became a widow; Training scheme introduced for Class A and Class B 
Widows; States Grants (Deserted Wives) Act introduced subsidy for States to assist needy mothers without breadwinners not eligible for 
Commonwealth assistance.

1969 Pension means test taper introduced at 50% rather than 100%; residence requirements reduced to 5 years for those widowed overseas, 
providing she had resided in Australia continuously for at least 10 years; higher rate of Mother’s/Guardian’s Allowance where child under 6 or
with a disability.

1972 Pension means test including free area liberalised; portability provisions for pensioners going overseas to countries with reciprocal agree-
ments, and subject to specified residence qualifications.

1973 Additional Pension, Benefit and Guardian Allowance payable for full time students over 16 years of age 
Supporting Mother’s Benefit introduced for unmarried mothers and mothers who are deserted de facto wives, de facto wives of prisoners,
and separated wives not eligible for widow’s pensions; payable at same rate and similar conditions as Class A Widows Pension, 6 months
after date of event giving rise to eligibility; portability provisions available wherever pensioner chooses to live; removal of age limit for pay-
ments for dependent full-time student child. 

1974 Character and not deserving provisions removed from Social Services Act; Mother’s Allowance and Additional Pension for Children extended
to Class B Widows with care of a child.

1976 Child Endowment renamed “Family Allowance”, rates increased to include “cashed” out tax rebates for children and made payable to students
under 25 years of age.
Twice yearly indexation of basic pension rates introduced; pensions income test replaces means test; pensions became taxable. 

1977 Supporting Parent’s Benefit replaces Supporting Mother’s Benefit, with eligibility extended to men. 

1978 Additional Pension and Benefit ceased to be payable for students over 24 years of age; Maternity Allowance abolished. 1979 Family Allowance
no longer payable in respect of children receiving student assistance (TEAS etc); payments made monthly rather than weekly. 1980 6 month
waiting period for Supporting Parent Benefit abolished.

1981 Rates of Family Allowance for second and subsequent children increased.

1982 Rates of Family Allowance for the first and second children were increased.

1983 Family Income Supplement (at same rates as Additional Pension and Benefit) introduced for low income families not in receipt of pension or
benefit and with dependent children under 16 years of age (full time students under 25 years of age).

1984 Guardian’s Allowance extended to beneficiaries and separate rate for those with child under 6 or a disability abolished; introduction of Remote
Area Allowance.

Table 1
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number of children in beneficiary families by 182,200 to
529,200 in 1996, after which it has fallen in line with
economic recovery.

However, the growth in the number of children in 
low income working families receiving assistance is 
the result of deliberate policy changes to directly assist 
this group. In the early 1980s there were concerns 
that families in low paid jobs could be worse off 
than similar families on benefits, but general increases
in Family Allowances were regarded as too expensive. 
As a result, it was decided to introduce an income-
tested supplement for low income working families, 
with the same name as (but a rather different structure 
to) the Family Income Supplement in the United 
Kingdom. An important feature of the new Family
Income Supplement (FIS) was that it was paid at the
same rate as the additional pension and benefit 
payments for income support recipients. In addition,

the income test was restrictive, with the maximum ben-
efit starting to reduce at a level of just $20 per week
higher than the rate of income support for an unem-
ployed couple.

Just after the Family Income Supplement was 
introduced in 1983, payments were made for 48,200
children, or 1.2 per cent of children.3 The Supplement
was initially paid to the families’ main income earner
(usually the male partner) but this was changed in 
May 1984 when, for couples, payment was transferred to
the Family Allowance recipient (usually the female 
partner).

From that date, successive policy changes have
increased the coverage and generosity of assistance for
dependent children in working (and beneficiary) fami-
lies, so that by June 1998 payments were made for
579,000 children in working families or 13.8 per cent of
all children under 16 years.

Year Policy development

1985 Family Allowance no longer payable for students over 17 years of age in families not receiving pension, benefit or FIS; multiple birth payment
introduced. Assets test introduced for all income-tested pensioners.

1987 Family Allowance for students 16 and 17 income tested. Family Allowance income tested and FIS subsumed by Family Allowance Supplement
(FAS) paid at higher rates with a more generous income test and higher rates for teenage children; rent assistance made available to those
receiving FAS; family payment benchmarks announced.
Separate income test on rent assistance removed; pensioner education supplement introduced; introduction of pensions earnings credit;
Class B Widow’s Pension began to be phased out with new claims limited to those aged 50 or over at July 1987 or sole parents aged 45 and
over; Class A Widow’s Pension and Supporting Parent’s Benefit restricted to those with a child under 16 years.  

1988 Family Allowance made payable fortnightly on same day as FAS; FAS made subject to assets test on net parental assets excluding the family home.
Introduction of Child Support Agency with separate maintenance income test.

1989 FAS rates re-structured and increased, with one rate for first three children and higher rate for fourth and subsequent children; FAS assessment
for calendar year based on taxable income for previous financial year, reassessed if notifiable event likely to result in 25% change in income.
Sole Parent Pension replaced Class A widow’s pension and Supporting Parent’s Benefit; Jobs, Education and Training (JET) scheme introduced;
Widowed Persons Allowance replaces Class C Widow’s Pension, payable for 12 weeks, with eligibility extended to men; administrative 
assessment introduced under Child Support Scheme; indexation lag reduced from 24 to 12 weeks, with indexation applied to fringe benefit
limits and assets test free area.

1990 Easing of FAS income test; indexation of Family Allowance and Guardian’s Allowance annually to movements in CPI; Family Allowance income
test threshold, child increments and FAS threshold also indexed, with FAS rates adjusted annually.

1991 Introduction of “sudden death” income test for Family Allowance.
Employment Entry Payment and Education Entry Payment introduced; rent assistance subject to 6 monthly indexation; introduction of 
deeming provisions; pharmaceutical allowances extended to all pensioners; pensions income test free area subject to indexation. 

1992 Assets test imposed on FA, excluding family home and with hardship provisions; FAS assets test changed from parental to family assets. 
Sole Parent Pension became a compensation affected payment; Indexation of pensioner earnings credit

1993 FAS, Additional Pension and Benefit, Rent Assistance and Guardian Allowance integrated into Additional Family Payment (AFP) and Family
Allowance becomes Basic Family Payment (BFP); all child related payments now made to principal carer. Maintenance income test applied
only to family payments and not pensions or benefits; ad hoc pension increase in January to meet 25% MTAWE benchmark; Employment and
Education Entry Payments extended to some sole parents on Special Benefit and Class B pensioners.  

1994 Tightening of BFP income and assets tests to include employer fringe benefits and overseas income; thresholds reduced; Home Child Care
Allowance introduced as optional alternative to Dependent Spouse Rebate for those with children 

1995 Introduction of Parenting Allowance, subsuming Home Child Care Allowance. 
Widow Allowance for women born before July 1955 for women aged 50 and over who became widowed, divorced or separated after 
50 years of age.

1996 Basic Family Payment and Additional Family Payment subsumed into single payment with rate structure based on age of child and large 
family supplement for fourth and subsequent children; Maternity Allowance introduced for children born after February 1996; reassessment of
family payment rates after smaller income changes; introduction of Family Tax Initiative, with assistance either in cash or tax reductions, and
assistance per child with higher rate for families with at least one child under 5.
Extended deeming introduced; lump-sum advances of pensions introduced; pensioner loans scheme extended

1997 Legislation to maintain single pension at 25% of MTAWE with flow-ons; earnings credit scheme abolished; Class B Widow Pension restricted
to those qualified and claimed before March 1997

1998 Maternity Immunisation Allowance increased and restructured; Family Payment name changed to ‘Family Allowance’, and changes to assets test
Parenting Payment introduced to replace Sole Parent Pension and Parenting Allowance.

1999 Family Allowance extended to 16-24 year olds not receiving Youth Allowance or prescribed education payments. 

2000 Family Assistance reforms as part of the New Tax System (ANTS). 
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payment for single income families – including sole par-
ents – with a youngest child under five years of age. 

As a result of improvements in levels of payments for
children, non-employed and low paid families are now
receiving about twice as much assistance in real terms
as in the early 1980s. The increases have been greater
for families with teenage children and for those renting
privately. The more recent increases have focused on
those with pre-school age children and lone parents. For
example, a low-income couple with two children under
the age of 13 receive total family payments of around
$6,000 a year in 2000, compared with $3,150 in 1983. 

Benefits for sole parents
Government income support for sole parents was intro-
duced in 1914 as support for women whose husbands
died as a result of war service (widows over 60 years of
age being entitled to age pensions from 1909). The New
South Wales State Government extended income sup-
port to civilian widows in 1925, and the Commonwealth

■ In December 1987, the Family Income Supplement
was subsumed by Family Allowance Supplement
(FAS) at higher rates with a more generous income
test. Rates of Additional Pension
and Benefit for children were
increased correspondingly, and
effectively indexed to inflation
for the first time. (These changes
were introduced as part of the
then Government’s pledge to
“abolish child poverty” by 1990,
and  were  accompanied  by
changes to child maintenance
among other reforms.)

■ In July 1989, rates were further
increased and re-structured and
formal indexation provisions
were introduced in 1990.

■ In January 1993, Family Allowance Supplement,
Additional Pension and Benefit, Rent Assistance, and
Guardian Allowance were integrated into Additional
Family Payment (AFP).

■ In July 1995, the introduction of the new allowance
income test and Parenting Allowance further
increased the number of families eligible for Addi-
tional Family Payment.

A further important reform to family assistance was the
introduction of the Family Tax Initiative in 1996-97. This
provided benefits payable in cash to lower income fami-
lies4 or through the tax system to middle to higher income
families.5 The assistance through the tax system was pro-
vided as an increase in the tax threshold (the level of
taxable income at which the first positive tax rate
becomes payable), so that the assistance provided was the
same for all families irrespective of their incomes. The
cash assistance was the same amount of money, paid to
those in receipt of the higher rate of Family Allowances. 

The Family Tax Payment/Assistance had two compo-
nents: Part A was a small payment per child in all families,
and thus similar to the Family Allowance although 
the income test parameters differed. Part B was a higher

Government income support for sole parents was  
for women whose husbands died as a result of war

Families 
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introduced a national scheme in 1942. This provided
support to women with dependent children whose 
husband had either died or deserted them “through no
fault of their own”, and who were unable to secure 
maintenance. This was only payable from six months
after desertion. Women who had lived in long-standing
relationships were also supported if their husbands died,
but not if they were deserted. 

The basic concept underlying this support was of the
loss of the breadwinner and consequent poverty (Jordan
1980). It is interesting that at this early stage of the
development of social security for sole parents that the
term “widow” was broadly defined to include women
who had lost a breadwinner other than by the death of a
legally married husband.

Over time the scope of these provisions was widened
considerably, although it is worth noting that assistance
was never simply restricted to widows, even though the
name of the payment was “Class A Widows Pension”.6

Until 1968, State governments remained responsible for

support for needy single mothers not entitled to widows
pension (for example, young unmarried women and
women who deserted their husbands “without just
cause”), and for support for deserted wives and prison-
ers’ wives for the first six months of lone parenthood.
Under the 1968 legislation the Commonwealth shared
half the cost of paying support for these women up to the
level of the Commonwealth Widows Pension. 

The major step towards the current system was taken
in 1973 with the introduction of Supporting Mothers
Benefit, which made unmarried mothers and deserting
wives eligible for Commonwealth assistance six months
after the qualifying event. In 1977, support was extended
to fathers in similar circumstances and renamed “Sup-
porting Parents Benefit”. In 1980, the six-month waiting
period was abolished (primarily because the Victorian

Government unilaterally withdrew from the
cost-sharing arrangements and other States had
announced an intention to follow the Victorian
example). Thus, from 1980 onwards virtually all
sole parents have been eligible for the same form
and level of assistance, irrespective of the reason
for their sole parenthood.

However, the coverage and form of the sys-
tem have been subject to major changes. Up
until 1987 eligibility included those whose
youngest dependent child was between 16 and
24 years of age and who was a full-time depend-

ent student. In 1987, eligibility was restricted to those
with a youngest dependent child under 16 years of age.7

In 1988, a Child Support Agency was established in
order to increase receipt of child maintenance by sole
parents, with administrative assessments from 1989. Also
in 1989, the Class A Widows Pension and the Supporting
Parents’ Benefit were merged and replaced by the Sole
Parent Pension (primarily a name change). In 1993, the
system was liberalised by the removal of the maintenance
income test applied on pensions and its application only
to payments for children. In 1998, the Sole Parent Pen-
sion was renamed “Parenting Payment (Single)”, with the
other part of this program – “Parenting Payment (Part-
nered)” – being paid to the partners (usually wives) of
income support recipients with dependent children. 

In July 2000, as part of the compensation package
accompanying the introduction of a Goods and Services
Tax (GST), rates of assistance were increased, the 
withdrawal rate on payments was reduced, and there
were extensive changes to the system of assistance for
families with children. 

 introduced in 1914 as support
service .

and welfare 1901-2001
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Simplification of family assistance, July 2000

Estimated resources for family assistance, 1999-2000 
and 2000-2001 ($ million)

It is essentially a two-tier payment directed to most fam-
ilies with children, with a higher rate for lower income
families, including both those in work and receiving
income support. Levels of assistance increase with the
number of children in the family.

Family Tax Benefit Part B (FTB (B)) provides extra
assistance to single income families including sole par-
ents. The level of assistance does not
vary by the number of children, but
higher rates of assistance are given
to families with children under five
years of age. For couple families,
receipt of FTB (B) is subject to
income testing of the secondary
earner’s income. There is no income
test on the primary earner’s income,
so in the case of sole parents the
payment is universal.

Child Care Benefit provides assistance to working par-
ents with children in child care. The level of assistance
paid depends upon the number of children in child care,
the hours of care received, the type of service or care pro-
vided, and family income. All families with children in
approved child care are eligible for some level of benefits.
However, the level of assistance decreases as income
increases, with the maximum payment rate of $120 per
week per child available to people with a family income
of less than $28,200 per annum who have a child in 50
hours of approved care per week. Above this income
“free area”, benefits payable are reduced as family
income increases (the taper rates are a function of
income and number of children in child care) with a
minimum rate of payment for families with incomes
above $81,000 per annum of $20.10 per week. The level
of assistance also depends on the type of child care used. 

Parenting Payment was introduced in March 1998
incorporating the previous Sole Parent Pension and Par-
enting Allowance. It has two main streams:

■ Parenting Payment (single), which is payable to lone
parents under pension rates and conditions with the
maximum payment equal to the Age Pension (single
rate).

■ Parenting Payment (partnered), which is payable to
partnered parents. This stream had two further sub-
components. The first is Basic Parenting Payment,
which is free of an assets test and is income-tested only
on the income of the primary carer. This payment was
subsumed by the Family Tax Benefit in July 2000. The
second component is Additional Parenting Payment,
which is paid under allowance rates and conditions. It
is taxable, income tested on the income of both the
claimant and the partner, and is assets tested.

While Parenting Payment is an income support payment
rather than a supplementary family payment, it is very
important as virtually all very low income mothers will
be receiving it in one form or the other, as will many
other mothers whose husbands are in low paid work. For
couples with children, where the male partner (usually)
is receiving an unemployment payment, the female
partner is likely to be receiving the Parenting Payment
(Partnered), which is paid at the equivalent to what was
half the married rate of benefit.

To qualify for Parenting Payment, a person must care
for a dependent child or children aged under 16 years,

In summary, the main thrust of these successive policy
changes has been to extend uniform levels of assistance to
virtually all sole parents, irrespective of the causes of their
sole parenthood, and more recently to emphasise the par-
enting role provided by sole parents, and to equate this to
the parenting role of mothers with partners.

Current assistance for families 
In July 2000 the Australian system of assistance for fam-
ilies with children was again reformed as part of a
broader program of reform of the taxation system. These
reforms alleviated the high effective marginal tax rates
(EMTRs) facing many low income families with children
and simplified the system in some important respects.
Part of the reforms involves giving families the choice of
whether assistance is provided through cash payments
or through the tax system.

These changes to family assistance were intended to
simplify payments, by amalgamating a number of differ-
ent forms of assistance, and also provided higher levels
of assistance, with reductions in income test withdrawal
rates. The new structure combines 12 of the pre-existing
types of assistance into three new programs of assis-
tance. Family Tax Benefit Part A assists with the general
costs of raising children; Family Tax Benefit Part B is
directed to single income and sole parent families; and
Child Care Benefit assists with the costs of child care.
Details of these programs are contained in Table 2.

Family Tax Benefit Part A (FTB (A)) is paid for
dependent children up to 20 years of age, and for
dependent full-time students up to the age of 24 (and
who are not receiving other income support payments).

Table 2

Pre-July 2000 Post-July 2000 

Family Allowance
Greater than Minimum Rate Family Tax Benefit Part A 
Minimum rate
Family Tax Payment Part A
Family Tax Assistance (Part A)

Basic Parenting Payment
Sole Parent Rebate Family Tax Benefit Part B 
Dependent Spouse Rebate (with children)
Family Tax Payment Part B
Family Tax Assistance Part B
Guardian Allowance

Childcare Assistance Child Care Benefit 
Childcare Rebate

Table 3

1999-2000 2000-2001 

Family Allowance 6,674.7 25.7

Family Tax Benefit - 9,836.4

Family Tax Payment 529.1 10.0

Childcare Assistance 706.5 17.0

Childcare Rebate 135.0 50.0

Child Care Benefit - 989.4

Source: Portfolio Budget Statements 2000-2001, Department of Family and 
Community Services, http://www.facs.gov.au/
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have income and assets under certain amounts, and
have been an Australian resident for at least two years,
or be a refugee, or have become a lone parent while an
Australian resident. 

Maternity Allowance was introduced from 1 February
1996 (although a previous form of Maternity Allowance
had existed from 1912 until 1978).8 This payment assists
families with the costs associated with a new baby
(including forgone income as a result of the mother being
unable to participate in the paid workforce around the
time of the birth of the child). Maternity Allowance is a
non-taxable, lump sum payment for each new child to
families who meet the Family Payment residence,
income and assets tests. It is equal to six times the
weekly maximum rate of Parenting Payment.

From 1 January 1998, Maternity Allowance has been
paid in two stages as part of the initiative to boost
immunisation rates. A lump sum of $750 is paid within
13 weeks of the birth of the child and an additional
amount of $200 after the child reaches 18 months upon
proof of age-specific immunisation. 

Level of support for children
The new system of assistance for families simplified the
structure of payments and increased levels of assistance.
Table 2 compares the new and old structures of family
assistance, showing that 12 separate payments or tax
measures have been collapsed into three new payments. 

Table 3 compares expenses9 in 1999-2000 with Bud-
get estimates for 2000-2001. This shows that spending
on Family Allowances and Family Tax Payment is esti-
mated to increase from around $7,200 million to nearly
$9,900 million, an increase of 37 per cent. Spending
through the tax system is estimated at $860 million, or
only around 8 per cent of total spending on the major

A national system of child endowment was 
introduced in 1941... This was universal and 
regarded as a supplement to the basic wage.

family payments. Spending on the relevant forms of
Child Care Assistance is projected to increase by around
25 per cent from $840 million to $1,050 million.

Table 4 provides greater details of levels of spending
and numbers of families and children assisted in 1998-
99. As far as possible the table attempts to separate out
the previous payments into their new organisational
structure, but this can only be done to a limited extent. 

The largest single program for families with children in
1998-99 was Family Allowance. Slightly more than half of
the families and their children receiving Family Allowance
were benefiting from the higher rate of assistance. Overall,
more than 40 per cent of Australian children under 16
were in families receiving the higher rate of Family
Allowance. In total, spending on Family Allowance was
around $6,400 million or roughly 1.1 per cent of GDP. 

The Family Tax Payment Part A and the Family Tax
Assistance Part A were essentially equivalent to Family
Allowances in being flat-rate assistance per child, except
that the income test for the Family Tax Assistance Part
A was slightly more liberal. However, published figures
do not split either the cash benefits or the tax expendi-
tures into their two components. It can be noted that the
total tax expenditure spending on families (including
both parts of Family Tax Assistance, the Sole Parent
Rebate and the Dependent Spouse Rebate, for those
with and without children) amounted to $1,257 million.

Administrative and policy issues
This section outlines some important administrative
and policy issues in relation to family payments, in 
particular the delivery of benefits, the direction of assis-
tance to mothers, take-up, and the responsiveness of
the system to income changes.

Delivery of benefits and assisting mothers
The ways in which payments are delivered has been a
major focus of reforms to family assistance over the past
20 years. As noted earlier, for much of this period,
changes focused on making family assistance available
as direct cash benefits rather than indirectly through
the tax system. This was motivated by the objective of
directing assistance to low income families (who may
not have benefited from tax rebates or deductions), and
the desire to direct assistance to mothers. 

This direction of reform was partially reversed in
1996 with the introduction of the Family Tax Assistance,
which was paid to middle income families in the form of
an increase in the basic tax threshold. It is important to
note, however, that low income families, including those
on income support, were paid the same amount in cash
benefits in the form of the Family Tax Payment. This
recent trend to providing further tax-based assistance
has been significantly reinforced by the most recent July
2000 changes (see below), although it should be noted
that the great bulk of family assistance is still provided
through cash benefits.

Reforms over many years have also been designed
to address issues of gender equity and the distri-
bution of income within families. This has
applied both to supplementary benefits to
families with children and, more recently,
to income support benefits. For exam-
ple, tax rebates for children, usually
paid to the father, were replaced in 1976
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Overall, the growth in numbers of working families
assisted appears to be the result of increased generosity,
expanded coverage and improved take-up, rather than
of increasing numbers of families who are “working
poor”. Whiteford and Doyle (1991) estimated that the
take-up rate of the Family Income Supplement in 1986
was only 13.6 per cent of eligible families. Subsequently,
the Australian government increased the generosity of
the scheme and actively tried to increase take-up.11

Bradbury, Doyle and Whiteford (1990) estimated that
by 1989-90 take-up of expenditure was around 58 per cent
– that is, the amount of money actually spent on the pro-
gram was consistent with all eligible families receiving 58
per cent of their entitlements. There have subsequently
been further attempts to increase take-up. In 1999, the
number of families actually receiving the “more than min-
imum rate of Family Allowance” was consistent with a
take-up rate of 80 per cent (Salma and Whiteford, 1999).

Responsiveness to income changes
Another notable feature of the Australian system has
been concerns with responding to changes in income of
recipients. In part, this issue has been seen as important
in the context of containing the cost of the program, on
the one hand, and providing effective incentives to work
on the other. 

When it was introduced in 1983, entitlement to Fam-
ily Income Supplement was based on average joint
parental taxable income in the four weeks preceding
application. Entitlements were then reviewed every six
months. Recipients whose income fell could apply for
reassessment at any time. Those whose income
increased to more than 125 per cent of previously
assessed income (or more than 125 per cent of the
threshold for those receiving the maximum rate) were
obliged to inform the then Department of Social Secu-
rity so that entitlement could be reassessed.

In 1988-89, following the introduction of the more gen-
erous Family Allowance Supplement, these arrangements
were changed so that entitlement was set for 12 months on
the basis of joint parental taxable income in the financial
year ending in the previous taxable year. (That is, assess-
ments applied from January to December each year on the
basis of taxable income between the previous 1 July and
30 June.) Entitlements could be reviewed during the year
if the family experienced an increase or decrease of 25 per
cent or more in taxable income. Further refinements were
introduced in 1990. This meant that Family Allowance
Supplement payments would not be changed unless
increases in income were greater than 25 per cent; fami-
lies could have their payments reassessed if the income
drop was less than 25 per cent, but they became entitled to
the maximum rate of assistance; and families would retain
their current entitlement, if this was more than under an
assessment based on previous year’s income.

The responsiveness of the system to income changes
was further altered in 1996. From January 1996, families
whose eligibility and rates of payment had already been
determined could apply for reassessment on the basis of
the current year’s adjusted12 taxable income, no matter

by an increased level of universal cash benefits paid to
mothers. In the second half of the 1980s, in work,
income-tested family payments were also redirected to
mothers, as were payments for children of unemployed
couples and others on income support (previously the
child-related payments had been made as part of the total
payment made to claimants, usually fathers rather than
mothers). Subsequently, all payments for children in low-
income families were administratively integrated and
made separately payable to the mother, rather than as
part of the (male) beneficiary’s income support payment. 

In the early 1990s, one of the remaining forms of 
tax assistance for single earner couples with children
was also made available in the form of a cash benefit
paid to mothers (initially called the “Home Child Care
Allowance” and later the “Basic Parenting Payment”). 

In 1995, the basic income support system was par-
tially individualised so that women received assistance in
their own right rather than as dependants of a male
“breadwinner”. For women with children,10 this involved
creating the Additional Parenting Allowance, which was
not work-tested where the youngest dependent child was
under 16 years of age. Partner Allowance became avail-
able for those over 45 years of age, and was also not
work-tested. Younger women without dependent children
were then work-tested and given payments as an individ-
ual entitlement. The income-testing arrangements were
also changed, so that a partner’s payment was not affected
until the private income of the earning spouse is sufficient
to extinguish their own individual entitlement (ie. the
income-testing is sequential rather than fully joint). 

Take-up 
A further focus of policy activity in the 1980s and 1990s
was to increase take-up of benefits for families in low
paid work. This included paying the income-tested sup-
plement combined with the basic Family Allowance.
Take-up initiatives included common claim forms for
the two payments, mail-outs of application forms to fam-
ilies who ceased receiving income support and found
work, and computer matching with income tax records
to identify families who were apparently eligible and
then inviting them to apply.

In the early 1990s, one of the remaining forms of tax assistance
for single earner couples with children was also made available
in the form of a cash benefit paid to mothers.
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year have their assistance assessed on their actual
income as determined in the tax assessment. Those who
want fortnightly assistance during the year are required
to estimate their taxable income for the financial year.
Payments made are compared later with the correct
entitlement, which is worked out once the family’s
actual income is known after their income tax returns
have been assessed at the end of that financial year. If a
family has been paid less than they were entitled to they
will receive a “top-up” payment.

Correspondingly, if actual income is found at the end of
the year to have been greater than the estimate, families
have to repay any amounts they were overpaid. New esti-
mates can be made and notified to the Family Assistance
Office at any time during the year, to allow families to have
their assistance levels modified to reflect unanticipated
changes in their circumstances. It is worth noting that this
end-of-year reconciliation is a new feature of the system.
Given the option to claim Family Tax Benefit through the
tax system at the end of the year, and the need to ensure
that people receive the same entitlement for each delivery
option, reconciliation became necessary. 

The Government announced on 1 July 2001 that
there would be a $1,000 tolerance for families who had
a Family Tax Benefit or Child Care Benefit overpayment
because they had underestimated their income or
wrongly estimated their share of the care of a child in
2000-2001. Where an excess payment still remained
after the $1,000 toloerance, the family can have
this recovered by adjusting future payments
rather than the more rigorous recovery
approach generally applied. Excess
Family Tax Benefit payments would
not be recovered through adjustments
to tax refunds.

Selected programs and policies to assist families, 1998-1999Table 4

Post-July 2000 Pre-July 2000 Estimated cash spending Number of recipients Children affected
1998-1999 (families)

Family Assistance $7,145m - -

Family Tax Benefit Part A Family Allowance $6,412.6m 1,775700 3,418,900
Greater than Minimum Rate 909,200 1,799,400
Minimum rate 866,400 1,619,400
Family Tax Payment $547.2m
Part A - 479,300 919,900
(Part B) - (364,200) (797,300)
Family Tax Initiative $591m 706,000 - 

Family Tax Benefit Part B Parenting Payment $5,375.8m 372,300 (single)
409,200 (partnered, basic)

236,600 (partnered, additional)
Sole Parent Rebate $234m 275,000 -  
Dependent Spouse and 

related Rebates $432m 451,000 - 

Child Care Benefit Childcare Assistance and 
Services $868.8m 398,800

Childcare Rebate $120.9m

Other Family Assistance Maternity Allowance $165.6 m 218,100 -
Child Disability Allowance $267.0m 90,800 101,400
Child Support (1997-98)
CSA collections $526m {489,000
Private payments $636m {753,500 

how small the reduction in income. Families whose
income rose were obliged to have payments reassessed if
their taxable income was 10 per cent or more above their
base year income and 10 per cent above the income
threshold. Changes in income of less than 10 per cent
would not incur an overpayment, but if incomes changed
by more than this amount and payments were not
reassessed, families would then incur a debt.

Current administrative arrangements
Since July 2000, a new Family Assistance Office (FAO)
has been set up as a “one-stop-shop” for integrated fam-
ily assistance. This is not a physically new organisation
but uses the existing regional office networks and
resources of major Commonwealth service delivery
agencies to allow families to claim assistance from one
agency under one set of rules. The agencies involved are
Centrelink (the agency that delivers Commonwealth
benefits and some services), the Health Insurance Com-
mission (the public health insurance agency, through its
Medicare offices), and Australian Taxation Offices.13

The new system provides a wider range of choice to
families both as to the type of shop-front they access and
as to how family assistance can be paid. Families are
able to choose to receive their Family Tax Benefit as a
direct payment each fortnight, or through the tax sys-
tem as either a lump-sum at the end of the year or
through reduced tax withholdings (formerly called “tax
instalment deductions”) from salary during the year.
Families are able to change their method of payment at
any time during the year. The definition of income for
the purposes of the family income tests is the combined
gross taxable income of both spouses (where relevant).

Families who wait until after the end of the financial
year and lodgement of their income tax returns for the
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In combination with the policies to reduce poverty
traps for assistance recipients, the provision of in-work
benefits extended high effective marginal tax rates fur-
ther and further into the family income distribution.
One indicator of this is that by the middle of the 1990s
more than 40 per cent of Australian children were living
in families receiving income-tested family assistance.14

In essence, successive reforms were successful at
reducing the salience of the “poverty trap” and the
“unemployment trap”, but at the cost of creating “low
income traps”. The low income trap was subsequently
highlighted in Australian policy analysis and debate,
most comprehensively by Ingles (1997). This problem
has since become the focus of government policy initia-
tives, with the major reforms to family assistance that
came into effect in July 2000. Withdrawal rates on ben-
efits for low income families were reduced from 50 per
cent to 30 per cent.

Conclusion
This discussion suggests some potential lessons, both
positive and negative, from Australia’s experiences with
assisting families with children over the last century. 

On the positive side, the Australian system provides
integrated payments for families receiving income sup-
port and those in low paid employment. The system has
achieved high levels of take-up. The system has also
been designed to redistribute within families. It also
appears that reforms to family assistance have con-
tributed to very substantial reductions in child poverty
over the last decade or so. 

On the negative side, the system became increasingly
complex. The system also resulted in high effective mar-
ginal tax rates potentially facing a substantial proportion

of families with
children (Ingles
1997). In addi-
t i o n ,  w h i l e

income poverty appears to have been significantly alle-
viated (Harding and Szukalska 1999), non-employment
or “worklessness” among families with children remains
relatively high (Oxley et al. 1999).

Overall, the reforms introduced into assistance for
families over the past 25 years provide ample illustration
of the continuing tensions between the differing objec-
tives of family assistance. In this sense, the Australian
experience illustrates the trade-offs between universal-
ity and selectivity, the specific advantages and
disadvantages of targeting, the alternative means of

Child Care Benefit is not available through the tax
system. However, for “approved” care, there are two
payment options. The first of these is direct payment to
the child care service, so the child care fees are reduced
by the amount of the Child Care Benefit, and the parent
only pays the difference between the full fee and the
amount of benefit. Alternatively, families are able to
make a lump sum claim from the Family Assistance
Office after the end of the financial year. 

Effective marginal tax rates, poverty traps, and
low income traps 
The most distinctive feature of the Australian income
support system is its reliance on targeting of benefits
(Whiteford 2000). Income-testing of payments neces-
sarily produces higher effective marginal tax rates
(EMTRs) over the range of income over which benefits
are withdrawn. High effective marginal tax rates provide
a financial disincentive to take up paid employment or
increase hours of work. Concerns about the disincentive
effects of high EMTRs came to the fore in late 1970s and
early 1980s, a time when there was sharp increases in
the rates of unemployment and in sole parenthood,
which resulted in an increasing proportion of the work-
force age population receiving payments and potentially
being exposed to high EMTRs. 

There have been a number of policy changes aimed at
reducing effective marginal tax rates. These were most
often concentrated on unemployed couples, with the most
significant reform being in 1995, when the benefit system
was partially individualised. However, another strand of
policy development in the 1980s and subsequently also
contributed to concerns about high EMTRs. Benefits for
low income families in work were introduced in 1983, and

dramatically expanded in scope from 1987 onwards, as
part of an explicit anti-child poverty package (see below).
Improvements in in-work benefits facilitated increases in
income support benefits for families with children, since it
was possible to do both without increasing replacement
rates significantly. However, these in-work benefits
extended the range of incomes over which high EMTRs
applied, since families with children would first face high
EMTRs while their basic income support payments were
being withdrawn, but would then continue to face high
withdrawal rates as these family benefits were withdrawn. 

Families and welfare 
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delivering family payments, and the problems of com-
plexity and the continuing search for simplicity and ease
of understanding. It seems likely that the reform process
is far from over.

Endnotes
1 It is important to note that the Australian social security system is

quite different from that which applies in most other countries,
with the system being primarily financed from the government’s
general taxation revenue rather than from social insurance con-
tributions. In general, payments are flat rate and are income and
means tested (Stanton and Dapre 1995; Whiteford 2000).

2 Tax rebates for children were introduced in 1975 to replace tax
deductions for children (rebates have the same value for all tax-
payers with sufficient taxable income, while deductions are more
valuable for those paying higher marginal rates of income tax).
There were also a number of other tax rebates assisting families
with children, including the sole parent rebate and the dependent
spouse rebate, which has at times been paid at a higher level where
there were dependent children as well as a dependent spouse.
These tax-based measures of assisting families were reduced in 
significance in the 1980s and early 1990s, but have been given
more emphasis since 1996, as discussed later in the article.

3 The introduction of the Family Income Supplement was
announced by the Fraser (Liberal/National Coalition)
Government in its 1982 Budget, but introduced in May 1983, two
months after the election of the Hawke (Labor) Government.

4 The Family Tax Payment, Part A and Part B.
5 Family Tax Assistance, Part A and Part B.
6 “Class B Widows” pension was payable to women without

dependent children from 50 years of age, or from 45 where they
had been receiving the Class A Widows pension.

7 Those who lost Supporting Parents Benefit as a result 
of this change did not necessarily lose entitlement to income
support. It was simply that they had to test their entitlement to
unemployment payments and satisfy the work test.

8 An interesting discussion of historical developments 
with Maternity Allowances is contained in MacMahon (1978-79).

9 The Australian Federal budget uses accrual accounting. 
10 The provisions are gender-neutral in the sense that men can also

receive either partner or parenting allowance, but just over 90
per cent of recipients of both payments are women.

11 For a useful discussion of the various techniques used to
enhance take-up see Butel (1994).

12 The income test included taxable income, plus a range of other
income sources not counted as income for taxation purposes.

13 Further details can be found at http://www.family
assist.gov.au/.

14 This does not include people receiving only the basic rate of fam-
ily payments, which is also income-tested, but at a much higher
income level.
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As new theoretical insights in psychological 
and social science have emerged, and as dramatic
social changes have affected the context of family
life, there has been an increasing level of social
intervention aimed at supporting parents to rear
productive, well-adjusted citizens. Outcomes of all
these have been changes in parental child-rearing
styles, as well as an increased focus on children’s
rights and perspectives.

This article reflects on the determinants and
practice of child-rearing in Australia over the past
century. Two broad domains of influence on 

Freud once listed bringing up children as
one of three “impossible professions” –
the other two being governing nations
and psychoanalysis. Looking back on 
an entire century of child rearing in 
western societies, a progression of views

on childhood, child development and the role of
parents becomes apparent. These had their founda-
tion in the scientific understandings of the day, and
were popularised through such means as child-rear-
ing manuals which aimed to help guide parents in
this difficult task of raising the next generation. 
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Beliefs, attitudes, and practices regarding parents’ care for their children have been changing over the past

century, with new views being particularly reflected in the advice meted out to parents by professionals.

This historical overview illuminates the challenges facing researchers, policy-makers, practitioners and

parents in the century ahead.
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parenting practices are the beliefs surrounding
childhood and child development, and the social
context in which child-rearing takes place. We
therefore start by looking at the prevailing theories
of children and childhood, and changes in under-
standing of child development, over this time. We
then briefly outline some of the key societal shifts
which affected family life and the parent role. We
draw on these analyses in discussing some of the
changes in beliefs, attitudes, and practices regard-
ing parents’ care for their children over the century,
particularly as reflected in the advice meted out to
them by professionals. From this historical
overview, we hope to gain a sharper perspective on
the challenges facing researchers, policy-makers,
practitioners and parents, in the century ahead. 

In this brief overview we cannot attempt to do
justice to the diversity of parents’ attitudes and expe-
riences, in the past or currently. Our analysis thus
does not dwell on differences between social classes
or the varying cultural models of child rearing that
are represented in Australian society. Rather, we
present a broad-brush picture of some of the general

trends and striking features of how we have gone
about raising our children over the last century. 

Dominant views about children and childhood
How we raise children depends on what we under-
stand children and childhood to be. For much of the
previous century, there were at least two competing
visions of childhood (although these have had many
variations which there is not space to explore fully
here). These visions or paradigms had their origins
in philosophical traditions going back to the 17th
century.

The British empiricist philosopher John Locke
(1632–1704) considered that a child came into the
world as a “tabula rasa” or blank slate. The child’s
experiences in the world determined what was writ-
ten on the “slate” and shaped the person they
became. This “mechanistic” world view saw the
child as essentially “passive” in the developmental
process, and the environment as the active agent. 

The behaviourist formulations of first Watson
(1924) and later Skinner (1953) are the most

Our ideas of what is appropriate parenting are affected not

only by broad beliefs about childhood, but also by our

understanding of the psychology of the growing child. At

the turn of the last century, there was little interest in this

topic, whereas now it is a burgeoning field of research both

in psychology and education.
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and prescriptions for, stern authoritarian parenting, and
continuing adherence to edicts such as “a child should be
seen and not heard” and “spare the rod and spoil the
child”. However, as the century progressed, the more
organismic perspectives were gaining credence. For a
considerable time, these remained quite separate ways of
understanding childhood. Even in 1970, Reese and Over-
ton described these two worldviews as essentially
competing and incompatible (as different from each
other in their assumptions and truth-criteria as cre-
ationism and evolutionary theory). Since then, however,
there has been a coming together, and a recognition that
nature and nurture are inextricably linked in the devel-
opmental process. 

One seminal paper in this re-thinking was Bell’s
(1968) reconceptualisation of research on parental
influences on children. He pointed out that much of this
research could equally well be interpreted as showing
children’s influence on their parents, thus leading to
consideration of their mutual interactive influences on
each other. There is now widespread acceptance that
both the child and the environment contribute, in ongo-
ing, complex and interactive ways, to the child’s
development. Further, Bronfenbrenner (1979) offered
compelling arguments that the contribution of the envi-
ronment extended beyond the direct family: what goes
on in the family is affected by the community, society
and culture in which it is nested. This more complex
developmental process is described in several models
which are variously termed “interactional” or “transac-
tional” (see Lewis 1990).

famous examples of this view. For Watson, classical con-
ditioning determined a child’s developing behaviour
over time: “Give me a dozen healthy infants . . . and I’ll
guarantee to take any one of them at random and train
him to become any type of specialist I might select.”
Skinner’s “reinforcement theory” likewise saw chil-
dren’s development as an outcome of the rewards and
punishments operating in their environment. In this
worldview, the onus for child rearing is squarely on the
child’s social environment, in which parents occupy a
central place. It was thus their task to mould or shape
the child out of the unformed “clay”.

An alternative vision was first voiced in the 18th cen-
tury by the French philosopher Rousseau (1712–1778)
who regarded the child as a “noble savage”, with natural
virtues and an innate capacity for reason. An implica-
tion of this “organismic” view (Reese and Overton 1970)
was that the role of parents and others was to nurture
and encourage the child in the natural process of
growth, with the child as the critical active agent in their
own development, unless and until “ruined” by the adult
world. Much later, Piaget’s “genetic epistemology” was
compatible with this alternative vision of childhood. His
work, from the 1920s through to the 1970s, emphasised
how development (particularly cognitive development)
occurs through the natural progression of biologically
encoded stages. For Piaget, the environment could play
a facilitatory or impeding role, but was less central to
development. Hence “nature” played a stronger role
than “nurture”.

In contrast to Rousseau’s positive image of childhood,
at the turn of the 20th century, a common but not uni-
versal view was that the child was inherently flawed.
For some, this derived from a reading of the Christian
notion of original sin, an unavoidable flaw in all people.
For others, what could be called an early form of social
Darwinism embraced the idea of “born criminals” and
others of “bad breeding”, whose inherited make-up
could be predicted to lead to poor outcomes. In each
case, “nature” was again a strong force in a child’s 
development. 

A somewhat related perspective on childhood came
from Freud’s psychoanalytic theory. For Freud, a child
was driven by the “id”, the repository of desire and 
animal passions as well as the source of creativity, which
needed to be quelled or repressed so that social relations
could be established, governed by the ego and the 
superego. The nature of the mother–child relationship
was critical to this process. While the implications of
these ideas for parenting were not promulgated very
widely before World War II, psychoanalytic theory formed
the basis for Erikson’s theorising about a child’s changing
sense of identity (Erikson 1963), as well as Bowlby’s
attachment theory (see below), in the post-war period.

At the turn of the last century, it is probably fair to say
that the mechanistic Lockian notion of childhood was in
precedence. As will be seen, this led to acceptance of,
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“Children are curious and risk takers. They have lots of
courage. They venture out into a world that is immense
and dangerous. A child initially trusts life and the
processes of life.” – John Bradshaw
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The child as a psychological being
Our ideas of what is appropriate parenting are affected
not only by these broad paradigmatic beliefs about
childhood, but also by our understanding of the psy-
chology of the growing child. At the turn of the last
century, there was little interest in this topic, whereas
now it is a burgeoning field of research both in psychol-
ogy and education. Three particular strands in research
– cognitive development, mother–child relationships,
and individual differences among children – have influ-
enced ideas about parenting.

Cognitive development
Piaget’s work on children’s developing thinking capaci-
ties was influential in demonstrating that very young
children, in the first two years of life, have quite limited
capacity to understand (about, for example, cause and
effect), and that they progress slowly through a stage of
concrete operational thought to formal thought in which
abstract reasoning is achieved. Hence, trying to reason
with a very young child was inappropriate. Among other
insights, his work on the development of the concept of
“object constancy” led to understanding that the emer-
gence of “separation anxiety” from about seven months
of age is based on the infant’s new awareness of distinc-
tions between “self” and “mother”, and between
“mother” and “other”. 

Piaget’s work stimulated a great deal of further
research, which has resulted in significant revisions and
extensions of his theory. Nevertheless, his insights 

contributed a new perspective on how children should be
raised and educated. Vygotsky, a Russian researcher and
theorist working at the same time as Piaget but only “dis-
covered” by the West after the 1970s, stressed how these
developing capacities occur in and through the social
environment, stimulating awareness of how parents and

teachers could support or “scaffold” chil-
dren’s learning experiences. 

Further research on children’s social
and emotional development indicated
that capacities for impulse control and
self-regulation of behaviour only merge
with time (Welsh, Pennington and
Groisser 1991) and thus it was recog-
nised that early “misbehaviour” should
not be seen as wilful disobedience.

Mother–child relationships
Psychoanalytic theory, introduced by
Freud, for the first time emphasised the
importance of the early years for later
psychological health. For instance, in
1943 the psychiatrist Levy asserted: 

“It is generally accepted that the most
potent influence on all social behaviour

is derived from the primary social experience with
the mother. If a mother maintains toward the child a
consistent attitude of, let us say, indifference and hos-
tility, the assumption is made that the child’s
personality is greatly affected thereby. His [sic] out-
look toward life, his attitude toward people, his entire
psychic wellbeing, and his destiny, are presumed to be
altered by the maternal attitude.” (Levy 1943: 3)

However, it was John Bowlby’s work from the 1950s on
mother–child attachment which gave widespread cur-
rency to psychoanalytically derived ideas about
childhood. He and his post-doctoral researcher Mary
Ainsworth revolutionised ideas about the role of the par-
ent–child relationship in children’s social and emotional
adjustment. Bowlby’s observations when working in a
home for maladjusted boys convinced him that major
disruptions in the mother–child relationship are precur-
sors for problems in mental health, and that the child’s
relationship with the mother are of critical importance
to children’s behaviour and character.

Bowlby’s theory of infant attachment placed a new
emphasis on the nature of the child’s relationship to the
parent. He prescribed that:

“An infant and young child should experience a
warm, intimate and continuous relationship with
his [sic] mother.” (Bowlby 1953: 13)

Traditional parenting modes were disturbed forever. The
mother became responsible for children’s psychological
and emotional development, and “maternal depriva-
tion” was seen as the source of a wide range of later
disturbances, even severe ones like autism.

Individual differences among children
At the turn of the last century, there was little interest 
in differences between children. Between the wars,
intelligence-testing and aptitude-testing became fash-
ionable in educational and vocational settings, but these
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investment in human capital, and a hedge against high
infant mortality. However, around the turn of the century,
there were a number of transformations: changing atti-
tudes towards child labour, child mortality and child care
saw a shift in the valuation of childhood from an economic
one to having “priceless” emotional value (Zelizer 1985).

Factory Acts introduced in New South Wales and Vic-
toria in 1896 tightened control over the employment
and exploitation of children in the industrial workforce
and helped protect children from the role of contributor
to the family income. Although children mostly contin-
ued to perform domestic chores, they did not play a
direct economic role; rather, children were the eco-
nomic responsibility of parents.

In addition to efforts to remove children from labour,
the states took the first steps toward compulsory school
attendance generally for children between the ages of six
and thirteen years, Queensland being the last state to
pass its legislation in 1900. Growth in industry and com-
merce caused changed labour patterns and created a
demand for improvements in the literacy and numeracy
of the working population, and thus the necessity for
universal and longer education. 

The beginning of the 20th century also marked a new
interest in children’s health and wellbeing on of the part of
the state. The value of children was seen to extend beyond
the family to society as a whole. State interest could be
interpreted as an investment in human capital due to the
need for a productive labour force and population growth. 

The child as an object of concern and attention was
reflected in part in a spate of legislative action by the
states to “protect” children. In 1897, for example, the
Victorian Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Chil-
dren was established amid great community concern for
child abuse and the plight of children growing up in
impoverished and socially inadequate conditions. The
state also began to intervene in family life by supervising
the boarding out of destitute or “problem” children. In
1880 the “boarding out scheme” was established in South
Australia, and around the turn of the century children’s
courts were set up in New South Wales, Victoria and West-
ern Australia. Concern about child abuse and neglect
intensified in the 1960s, leading to calls for major child
welfare reforms, compulsory reporting of child abuse
cases, and increased attention to children’s human rights. 

During World War II, many women took on full-time
paid work for the first time. Attachment theory, empha-
sising the importance of continuous, sensitive and
individual mothering, appeared in the postwar period
when women were being pressured to return to the
home, to allow returning servicemen to take up their

individual differences were not often seen to have impli-
cations for child-rearing. 

In the 1950s, Thomas and Chess, two New York 
paediatricians, reacted against the predominant “mech-
anistic” or environmentalistic perspectives of the time
in drawing attention to child temperament as an impor-
tant contributor to development. They demonstrated
that children receiving very similar parenting could
develop well or poorly, and that this could be explained
in part by their temperamental characteristics. In con-
trast to attachment theory, poor child adjustment was
not necessarily the parents’ “fault”. What is more, the
“fit” between a child’s temperament and their social and
physical environment appeared to play an important
role in their development (Thomas and Chess 1977).
For example, a shy child who had very sociable parents
might experience difficulties, but not if the parents were
also socially reticent; an active child might encounter no
difficulties in a spacious house but experience conflict in
a more cramped environment. 

Thus, like Bell (1968), they stressed the importance
of bidirectional influences between parents and their

children, and introduced the notions that child difficulties
were not necessarily the “fault” of the parents; and that
there may not be one “right” way to parent every child,
but parenting might need to respond to the particular
characteristics of the child.

The changing social context of parenting
Along with the above theoretical and scientific changes
have gone a series of profound social changes which have
shifted our way of seeing children and the nature of the
role of parents. Much has been written about the social
changes in Australia which have affected family life over
the last 100 years (including several of the articles in this
issue of Family Matters). Thus here we simply summarise
some of the changes most salient to child-raising.

Children in the nineteenth century tended to be 
seen as economic units, whose input was necessary for
the material survival of family. Large families were an
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“You save an old man and you save a unit; but save a boy,
and you save a multiplication table.” – Gypsy Smith

“Children need love, especially when they don’t 
deserve it.” – Harold Hulbert
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paid jobs again. Many women were reluctant to return to
this more constrained role. 

Possibly the most significant historical events to
impact on the parenting role have been the emergence
of the women’s movement, the availability of the con-
traceptive pill, higher levels of education for women (for
example, female participation in higher education has
been comparable to males’ from about the late 1970s),
development of feminist theory and subsequent changes
in women’s social roles. These changes, starting in the
late 1960s, and marked by the passing of the Equal
Opportunity Act in 1977 in Victoria and South Aus-
tralia, offered women vastly more options and
opportunities to control their lives. 

Fuelled partly by these new educational and personal
aspirations, Australia witnessed a rapid growth in women’s
participation in the paid labour force. Today, approxi-
mately 70 per cent of women are in some
kind of employment, and account for
approximately 43 per cent of the paid work-
force (Press and Hayes 2000). However,
high levels of family mobility (the “average”
Australian, according to Bell 1995, reput-
edly moves more than eleven times in
his/her lifetime), rising numbers of “dual
income” and single-parent families, and an
aging workforce (those aged over 55 cur-
rently comprise 11.2 per cent of employed
males and 9.6 per cent of employed females,
according to Edgar 2001), eroded support
for child care from within the family system. 

Thus, increasing reliance upon on non-
familial forms of child care became the
means for women’s growing participation
in work and life beyond the family more
generally. The Child Care Act 1972 commenced Com-
monwealth involvement in the funding of child care
programs, emphasising the importance of good quality
care to meet children’s developmental needs at a cost par-
ents could afford. In 1994 the Quality Improvement and
Accreditation System for long day care centres was intro-
duced and Centre eligibility to receive a fee subsidy was
thus tied to the participation in the accreditation process. 

Over this same period, a number of society-wide
changes produced shifts in the parenting role. The dra-
matic rise in divorce rates (a 300 per cent increase since
the 1960s) and subsequent increases in the number of
reconstituted families, the rise in cohabitation (more
than a 300 per cent rise since the mid-seventies), the
rise in births outside marriage (a six-fold increase in 
the last 40 years), and changes in the timing of onset 

of parenting have changed forever
assumptions about parental involve-
ment and co-parental harmony

(Saunders, as cited in Edgar 2001: 32). 
The nature of support given by the state also began to

change at this time, whereby governments reduced inter-
vention in many aspects of national life, creating a gap in
availability of additional services to help disadvantaged
families adjust to complex, unpredictable and difficult
circumstances. However, the changing context of family
life changed government’s interest and intervention in
parenting in one important respect. This came in the
form of social control related to parenting after divorce in
terms of the Family Law Act (passed in 1975) that set out
parental responsibility and parenting orders. 

The Family Law Reform Act of 1995 reflects gender-
neutrality regarding economic and caring roles, a
shared-parenting philosophy, and a new emphasis on
the child’s right to have ongoing contact with both of

“The more people have studied different methods of bring up children the more they have come to
the conclusion that what good mothers and fathers instinctively feel like doing for their babies is
the best after all.” – Benjamin Spock



The advice was practical in orientation, such as in-
home treatment for minor illnesses. All aspects of
breast-feeding came under particular scrutiny, including
weaning, maintenance of supplies of breast-milk, and
the amount and regularity with which the infant should
be fed. Regular feeds were of the utmost significance. By
the 1920s it was common to find the following feeding
patterns advocated: 

“The mother should have a timetable for the feeding
of the baby. If he [sic] is fed three-hourly, it should
be 6 a.m., 9, 12, 3, 6 and 10 p.m. (and 2am if
advised). If the baby is fed four-hourly – 6 a.m., 10,
2, 6, 10 (and 2 a.m. if advised) . . . It is advisable that
if a timetable is arranged to keep to it absolutely.”
(Harper, in Reiger 1985: 142) 

Notably absent in these new guidelines for effective
motherhood was an interest in the parent–child rela-
tionship or a child’s individual personal development. A
Lockian perspective, of uni-directional influences of
parents on children, is revealed in the following quota-
tions from professionals in the late 1920s: 

“How successfully a given individual will traverse the
path from the amoral and asocial state of infancy to
an adequately socialised adulthood . . . will depend
more on the character and wisdom of the parents
than on anything else.” (Gleuck 1928: 741). 

“At the age of greatest receptivity, harsh or too indul-
gent or ignorant or selfish parents mould the little
mind into faulty grooves. There is no doubt that an
enormous amount of psy-
chic ill health could be
avoided by better man-
agement in the home.”
(Bostock 1929: 302) 

This was also the period
when Watson (“the father of
behaviourism”) was promul-
gating ideas of learning
through repetition. 

their parents after separation, and to participate in deci-
sions which affect their lives. These new reforms reflect
the principles of the United Nations Conventions on the
Rights of the Child (ratified by Australia in 1995) and an
intrinsic valuing of children and their place in modern
Australian society. 

Implications for parenting
Understanding the prevailing ideas about children and
their development, and the particular social contexts in
which parenting was taking place, helps to make sense
of the changing ideas, advice and practices regarding
the child-rearing role over the century.

At the dawn of the last century, parenting could be
interpreted as principally a matter of economic provision
and moral guidance. The emphasis for children’s upbring-
ing was on moral conduct, conformity and fulfilment of
social obligations, to be achieved through practices that
stressed regularity and discipline. Ways of socialising chil-
dren were beginning to change from the harsh discipline
and authoritarian approach that characterised 19th cen-
tury parenting. An ideal of moral rebuke was being
adopted, which often involved somewhat gentler child-
rearing practices. Children were punished for
disobedience, “back-chat”, and particularly for dishon-
esty, and for violating the code of acceptable social
behaviour. Although parenting remained strict, the
enforcement of rules was not always heavy-handed:

“Parents were often somewhat distant figures,
respected unless unusually harsh, sometimes
revered but only occasionally warmly loved.”
(Reiger 1985: 157) 

Perhaps due to the high infant mortality rate and threat of
disease, a child’s health and physical safety were of para-
mount concern. Pre-war advice to parents was about
caring for the physical needs of children, with an empha-
sis on diet, health and appropriate moral behaviour. 

The new societal interest in the condition of children
which was reflected in the labour laws and child welfare
initiatives was also evidenced in a movement that
started to change motherhood from an intuitive endeav-
our, learned informally through observation, into a
professionally controlled, explicitly taught activity. By
the 1920s new specialists on babies appeared – infant
welfare sisters and a few paediatricians. 

This new class of child care professionals cast away
notions of maternal common sense and set out to teach
women how to mother babies in a “scientific” and morally
correct manner. Mothercraft was disseminated through
baby clinics and baby health centres, women’s magazines,
parenting advice manuals and feature pages of newspa-
pers. By the late 1930s kindergarten and child guidance
professionals and psychologists added to the ranks of
child “experts” promulgating ideas about cleanliness and
the management of children. Mothers bore the brunt of
the professionals’ advice, which often made mothering
more anxiety-inducing. (Reiger 1985: 128-132)

Foolishness is bound in the heart of a child; but the rod of
correction shall drive it far from him.” – Proverbs 22.15
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After World War II, although Skinner’s (1953) rein-
forcement theory was becoming well known, mechanistic
ideas about the malleability and educability of the child
started to give way to more psychological perspectives. As
noted above, psychoanalytic theory stressed the impor-
tance of the mother’s attitude towards her child, and
attachment theory placed responsibility for a child’s psy-
chological and emotional health squarely on the mother’s
shoulders. The recognition of the importance of maternal
love and the deleterious consequences of harsh punish-
ment encouraged a general relaxation in child discipline.
There was an emergent criticism of spanking, and a gen-
eral relaxation of other strict practices, such as scheduled
feeding in favour of more flexible feeding routines. 

American paediatrician Dr Benjamin Spock, whose
parenting manual Baby and Child Care (1946) became
the biggest best seller ever recorded, helped to popu-
larise these ideas, and facilitated a major shift in
child-rearing philosophy. In relation to child discipline,
Spock wrote:

“Doctors who used to conscientiously warn young
parents against spoiling are now encouraging them
to meet their babies’ needs, not only for food but
also for comforting and loving.” (Spock 1946: 47)

However, the lack of integration of the various theoreti-
cal perspectives on childhood is revealed in the social
work practices of the time. Despite the new emphasis on
the mother–child relationship, it was generally accepted
that separating deprived children from their families of
origin would lead to improvements in their care and
hence in their health and wellbeing. In other words, the
material improvements in their environment would
more than compensate for the disruption of the bond
between mother and child. 

The move to socialise poor and disadvantaged chil-
dren in so-called “normal” families reflected the moral
overtones of the time. This “child rescue” philosophy
combined with racist beliefs to result in the widespread
removal of Aboriginal children from their families, a
practice which continued until the 1960s. The devastat-
ing effects on the “Stolen Generation” of being torn

away from their families, com-
munities and culture is now well
recognised (Koolmatrie and
Williams 2000). 

Despite the wish of many
women in the post World War II
period to continue work outside
the home, maternal employment
was almost universally accepted
as being detrimental to chil-
dren’s development. Spock’s
reflections on the work–family
dilemma suggested that mothers’
wishes should be surrendered
because of the potential harm of
non-maternal child rearing: 

“The important thing for a
mother to realise is that the
younger the child the more
necessary it is for him [sic] to
have a steady, loving person to
take care of him. In most
cases, the mother is the best

one to give him this feeling of ‘belonging’ safely and
surely. She doesn’t quit on the job, she doesn’t turn
against him, she isn’t indifferent to him, she takes
care of him always in the same familiar house. If a
mother realises clearly how vital this kind of care is to
a small child, it may make it easier to decide that the
extra money she might earn, or the satisfaction she
might receive from an outside job, is not so impor-
tant, after all.” (Spock 1946: 570)

From the 1960s, researchers showed increased interest
in parenting as an object of study in itself – it was clearly
no longer an automatic, unquestioned facet of life.
Empirical studies documented different styles of par-
enting and their effects on children. Baumrind’s (1967)
description of authoritarian, authoritative and permis-
sive parenting became widely accepted. The warmth
and inductive methods of control shown by the author-
itative parent were shown to be associated with optimal
child outcomes, whereas the cold and punitive
approaches of the authoritarian parent, or the laissez-
faire approach of the permissive parent, were more
likely to lead to poorer child adjustment. 

Parenting advice thus urged parents to aspire to firm,
warm control, often incorporating some of reinforce-
ment theory’s behaviour modification principles, such
as the importance of consistency in the application of
rules, and the use of “time-out” to provide the child with
space and time to regain self-control.

With the “cognitive revolution” in psychology in the
1980s, interest turned also to parents’ ideas, beliefs and
aspirations as influences on their parenting behaviour. It
began to be recognised that parents from different cultural
and social backgrounds might value different outcomes in
their children (for example, obedience and conformity to
group norms versus independence and autonomy), and
that they might employ different styles of parenting in
order to achieve these goals (Bornstein 1991). 

The increasing diversity of the family contexts in
which children were reared, especially the repercus-
sions from high rates of divorce and single parenthood,
stimulated concerns about the implications for children.
It became evident that, although the majority of chil-
dren growing up in non-traditional family structures
emerged as reasonably competent and well-functioning
individuals, a minority manifested psychosocial prob-
lems. Interest waxed in the intra-family processes which
might mediate these negative effects, such as children’s
exposure to conflict and poorer quality parenting (San-
son and Lewis 2001).

Other social changes prompted changes in parental
concerns. As maternal work outside the home became
normative in the last few decades of the century, con-
cern over the quality of non-parental care for children
increased. An increasingly competitive job market
which required high levels of education encouraged
parental concern with their children’s academic
achievement and books promoting “ways to raise a
brighter child” proliferated (Eliot 1999). 

“Better a snotty child than his nose wiped off.”
– English Proverb
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for some men to begin to explore and develop their nur-
turing capacities. Whereas in previous decades mothers
were assumed to be naturally more inclined to child-
rearing and caring, in the post-modern era fathers
increasingly became recognised as competent caregivers
and playmates. 

Yet, despite these fundamental shifts, the caregiving of
mothers and fathers did not alter dramatically. Although
the relatively scant research devoted to fatherhood sug-
gests modest increases occurred in the level of father
involvement with children, not all types of involvement
increased; for instance, managerial aspects of family life
remained largely a maternal responsibility (Coltrane
1996). Research showed stylistic differences between
fathering and mothering, with the fathering role being
less scripted than the mothering role (Parke 1995). 

Research has also begun to focus more on the deter-
minants of father involvement since few role models for
defining fatherhood exist. Individual factors (attitudes,
motivation, skills), familial factors (maternal attitudes,
marital relationships), and societal influences (timing of
parenthood, work–father interactions) have all been dis-
cussed in this regard (Barnett and Baruch 1987). 

The rise in rates of divorce and separation created
something of a contradiction. That is, at the same time
that they were being encouraged to become more
involved with their children, some fathers were becoming
physically separated from their children. Fathers’ rights
and responsibilities post-divorce have become a matter
for much discussion. Research has confirmed that the
nature of paternal contact with children post-divorce and
of the father–child relationship is critical to whether such
contact is beneficial to the child (Amato 1993). 

Conclusion
Western societies have entered the new century
endowed with a good deal of knowledge about children’s
development and the role parents play in influencing
this development. Some general principles of positive
child-rearing are widely accepted – for example,
warmth, responsivity, consistency, limit-setting, scaf-
folding of learning experiences, and avoidance of harsh
punishment. We also understand from longitudinal stud-
ies and new developments in brain research that
experiences in early childhood have far-reaching effects. 

The changing role of fathers?

The popular and scientific literature on parenting over
the century typically equated “parenting” with “moth-
ering”. The roles of fathers received far less attention,
meaning they were neither besieged by the professional
advice directed at mothers, which was often guilt-induc-
ing, nor supported in adopting a substantial role in
child-rearing. Only with the relaxation of sex roles
which followed the women’s movement has serious
attention been given to the fathering role.

At the turn of last century, views on suitable paternal
roles stressed nurturance, comradeship, and tenderness,
although it was assumed the father would be the wage
earner and the mother the primary caregiver (McGreal
1988). Fathers were usually stern and distant, but some-
times warm (Reiger 1985). Even after World War II
fathers continued to play a very small role in parenting.
The emphasis of attachment theory on the child’s rela-
tionship with the primary caregiver (read “mother”) may
have encouraged this. Although father contact was con-
sidered important for children’s wellbeing, the father’s
main parenting responsibilities were considered to be
outside the home, working to ensure the financial secu-
rity and independence of the family group. American
sociologist Talcott Parsons (1955) saw fathers as the
“instrumental” and mothers as the “expressive” parent. 

Spock’s writings suggest the extent of father involve-
ment in child-rearing at this time: 

“Boys and girls need chances to be around their
father, to be enjoyed by him, and if possible, to do
things with him. Unfortunately the father is apt to
come home wanting most of all to slump down and
read the paper. If he understands how valuable his

companionship is, he will feel more like making a
reasonable effort. I say ‘reasonable’ because I don’t
think the conscientious father (or mother, either)
should force himself beyond his endurance. Better
to play for fifteen minutes enjoyably and then say
‘Now I’m going to read my paper’ than to spend all
day at the zoo, crossly.” (Spock 1946: 314) 

In relation to babies:

“Some fathers have been brought up to think that
the care of babies and children is the mother’s job
entirely. But a man can be a warm father and a real
man at the same time . . . Of course, I don’t mean
that the father has to give as many bottles or change
as many diapers as the mother. But it’s fine for him to
do these things occasionally.” (Spock 1946: 17-18). 

In the 1960s and 1970s, cultural norms surrounding
father involvement and attitudes to non-traditional fam-
ily forms began shifting markedly. There were increased
opportunities for men to participate in social processes
connected with pregnancy and birth. The removal of
some barriers to father involvement also provided space
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“There are three ways to get something done: do it your-
self, employ someone, or forbid your children to do it.”

– Monta Crane



However, there is also increasing
recognition of children’s individual-
ity and the active role they play in
their own development, and hence
that the relationship between parent
and child is a dynamic, bidirectional
one. Hence we cannot presume that

the same parenting strategies
will work for all children. Par-
enting practices must fit the
child, and the culture. Par-
enting has in some senses
become a more complex
endeavour than in the past.

As opportunities for infor-
mal learning of parenting 
from extended family have
decreased, parenting books
and programs have prolifer-
ated, and the best of these
show awareness of cultural
and individual differences
(Green 2001; Marymead Child
and Family Centre 2000). 

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child has enshrined the intrinsic value of children. At
the same time, the new diversity of lifestyles means that
having children is now an option, not an assumption. As
parents try to negotiate the balance of work and family
lives, the complaint is heard that both the parental role
and children themselves are undervalued. There is
greater recognition that parenting occurs in a social con-
text, and that the community and the state can either
facilitate or impede parents in their task of raising the
next generation. There is concern about the implica-
tions of growing social inequalities for rates of a wide
range of deleterious outcomes (Stanley 2001). 

Whether contemporary knowledge is used to facili-
tate good parenting and improve child outcomes in the
21st century will depend in large part on whether we
ensure that social environments can provide for suffi-
cient nurturing for children. Parents’ capacity to fulfil
their responsibilities depends upon the provision of fam-
ily support, education, opportunities for employment,
and protection from poverty, as well as the recognition
that the task of rearing the next generation is a difficult
but rewarding and highly valued one. 
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Cruelty to children has always
occurred, and evidence of the
mistreatment of children at the
hands of adults has been described throughout
the ages and across societies (Solomon 1973;

Smith 1975; Radbill 1980). There have also been attempts
to improve aspects of child welfare in various cultures and at
various times through history (Smith 1975). For example,
according to Radbill (1980), orphans in Mesopotamia 6000
years ago had their own patron goddess. 

Yet it is only quite recently, in the last 50 years in par-
ticular, that the mistreatment of children has created
ongoing, widespread public concern and led to the devel-
opment of government and non-government services
designed to protect children from harm and prevent the
occurrence of maltreatment.

This paper provides a brief overview of child maltreat-
ment through the ages, its changing nature, and the
development of the public concern to protect children.
Specifically, it focuses on efforts in western societies, 
particularly in Australia, since the “modern discovery” of

child abuse in the 1960s, to protect chil-
dren and prevent the occurrence of child
maltreatment, noting the cyclical nature

of the professional response to child abuse and neglect.

Child maltreatment through history 
Historically “children have been killed, maimed, starved, aban-
doned, neglected and chastised with cruelty” (Smith 1975: 3). 

Much of what is now defined as “maltreatment” has not
always been perceived as such historically, or in other 
societies. To label a behaviour or act as “maltreatment”
depends on: the intentionality of the act; the impact of 
the act upon the child; value judgements about the act; and
the cultural and societal standards that apply (Starr 1988). 

Although academics and professionals generally agree
that there are problems in arriving at concrete definitions
of the various forms of child maltreatment (Goddard and
Carew 1993), in the latter half of the 20th century it was
common practice to define child maltreatment or “child
abuse” into four main forms: physical abuse, sexual abuse,
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maintain discipline, to transmit educational ideas, to
please certain gods, or to expel evil spirits”.

Radbill (1974) writes that the practice of using physical
discipline in the western world has oscillated between 
the total abandonment of physical punishment (such as
the current Swedish ban on corporal punishment) to
employing it to the point of savagery. According to Radbill,
in the United States in 1646, Massachusetts courts (and
later Connecticut) adopted the Mosaic law, based on bibli-
cal scripture referring to the time of Moses. This law
imposed the death penalty on unruly children, although
public whipping was frequently used as a substitute. 

Yet there have always been those who would speak out
against extreme physical punishment and the abuse of
children. In 400 BC, for example, Plato advised teachers to
instruct children “not by compulsion but as if they were
playing”, while Roger L’Estrange published a book in Eng-
land in 1611 in which he pleaded for more leniency from
parents towards their children (Radbill 1974). 

It was not until 1861, over 200 years after the Mosaic
law had been ratified, that public opinion against extreme

emotional abuse, and neglect. The term “child abuse” has
become the umbrella term used to cover the various forms
of maltreatment suffered by children at the hands of oth-
ers, although it has been criticised on the grounds that it
minimises neglect, in itself a form of maltreatment, which
can have significant impact (Goddard 1996). In this paper,
the umbrella terms “child abuse and neglect” and “child
maltreatment” are used interchangeably.

Physical abuse
Physical abuse, defined as non-accidental physical injury
inflicted upon a child, has been one of the core forms of
child maltreatment through the ages. Lynch (1985) pro-
vides material which demonstrates an early knowledge of
physical abuse, citing paediatric writings as early as the
year 900, when a Persian physician describes the case of a
child who may have been hit. 

Physical abuse has as its roots “inappropriate physical
punishment”. As Radbill (1974: 3) notes, the abuse of chil-
dren “has been justified for many centuries by the belief
that severe physical punishment was necessary either to
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By the 1920s however, sexual abuse had become char-
acterised as assaults committed by “strangers”, with the
victim perceived as a “temptress” rather than as an inno-
cent child (Gordon 1990, as cited in Wurtele and
Miller-Perrin 1993). To this day, despite plenty of evidence
identifying the majority of those who carry out sexual
assaults on children as being well known to the victim child
(particularly family members and friends of the family),
“stranger danger”, the perception that most assaults are
committed by strangers, remains a common myth in soci-
ety. This is likely to be because it is much more threatening
to acknowledge that sexual abuse is commonly occurring
within the family, and is being committed by family mem-
bers upon whom children are dependent and should be
able to trust; such an acknowledgement may be seen as a
serious threat to soceity’s perceptions of the family.

It was not until the 1970s that child sexual abuse
became a widespread public concern, thanks mainly to
work of child advocates and the feminist movement. This
greater awareness grew particularly out of the latter’s work
as advocates for adult victims/survivors of rape and other
sexual assault.

Emotional abuse
Emotional abuse, also known as psychological maltreat-
ment, was not formally “discovered” until the 1970s. The
core of emotional abuse is that it is a sustained pattern of
verbal abuse and harassment by an adult with the aim of
damaging a child’s self-esteem or social competence. Emo-
tional abuse does not leave physical injuries, and for that
reason it is the most hidden and underestimated form of
child maltreatment (Tomison and Tucci 1997). 

It should be noted that, like other forms of maltreatment,
emotional abuse occurs in different forms and at different
rates in different cultures. Every culture defines some form of
behaviour as abusive, and has instances where people breach
acceptable standards. Briggs and Hawkins (1997) cite the
example of the industrial north of England, where traditional
views emphasise the value of modesty and sincerity. The
perception that conceit and dishonesty are the worst traits a
child could develop has been linked with the accepted
regional habit of belittling or “putting down” children. 

Child protection: the beginnings
Despite various attempts to protect children from harm
down through the ages, it was not until the 19th century
that the maltreatment of children became of great public
concern in western societies and action was taken to pro-
tect children from harm. Some historians have proposed
that child mortality rates (for example, according to Jones
et al. (1987), 50–70 per cent of children died before reach-
ing five years of age in the mid-1700s in Britain), may have
led to greater recognition of the need to protect children,
while Goddard (1996: 24) contends that changes in “chil-
dren’s health, conceptions of the family and childhood,
together with growing interest in children’s rights, led to a
new interest in the abuse of children”.

Mary Ellen
Mary Ellen was the first of a number of children whose
tragic existence led to public outcry, demands for action,
and changes to social policy (Radbill 1974; Jones et al.
1987; Liddell 1993). Ten-year-old Mary Ellen lived in New
York City in 1874 with her adoptive parents in a tenement
building. Neighbours concerned that she was being 

corporal punishment was aroused in the United States,
when reformer Samuel Halliday reported the occurrence
of many child beatings by sadistic parents in New York
City (Radbill 1974).

Neglect
It was not until the industrial revolution that “child neg-
lect” (the neglect of a child’s physical needs – nutrition,
clothing, accommodation, medical care or safety) became
recognised as a societal concern throughout much of the
western world (Lynch 1985). Radbill (1980) describes the
system of child labour that operated in orphanages, work-
houses and factories. Here, children were kept essentially
as slave labour, with the demands for their services grow-
ing as the industrial revolution developed in the late 19th
century. Children as young as five years worked 16 hours
a day, wore leg irons and were beaten, starved and, not
surprisingly, were likely to suffer from a variety of illnesses. 

Concerns for abandoned and neglected children
resulted in the formation of the first “child rescue” or child
protection societies, and led to the enactment of the first
legislation designed to protect children.

Infanticide
Taking physical abuse and neglect to extremes, there is evi-
dence that infanticide and exposure (leaving a child exposed
to the elements until they die) have been universal forms of
fatal child abuse practiced through the centuries (Radbill
1980). At times this practice appears not only to have been
condoned, but was obligatory, such as in cases where the
infant was weak or deformed (ancient Greece) (Radbill
1980), or as a means of family planning (China) (Smith
1975). Radbill presents evidence of the killing of “anomalous
births” in rural Europe up until the mid-1800s, with girls
being at particular risk of death or of being sold. 

Sexual abuse
Sexual abuse, the use of a child (female and male) for sex-
ual gratification by an adult or by a significantly older child
or adolescent, has occurred throughout history (Tower
1989; Plummer 1993). Although there have been many
societal taboos about incest (sexual acts between close
family members), it was not until the 16th century that leg-
islation was enacted in England that began the process of
protecting children from sexual abuse – boys were pro-
tected from forced sodomy, and girls under the age of ten
years from forcible rape. 

By the time of the settlement of the United States, sex-
ual prohibitions were becoming more stringent (Oates
1996). Illick (1974, as cited in Oates 1996) reported that in
Connecticut in 1672, a father was found guilty of incestu-
ous acts with his daughter and executed. The case also
highlighted an attitude still encountered today: victim
blaming. In the Connecticut case the perception that the
child must have encouraged the abuse resulted in the child
being sentenced to a whipping for “her part in the crime”. 

In the 1700s, some educators began warning parents to
supervise their children at all times, and to ensure they
were never naked in front of other adults, in order to pro-
tect them from sexual abuse. This constituted one of the
first indications that society at large recognised the poten-
tial for children to be sexually abused (Conte and Shore
1982). By the late 1900s welfare groups were familiar with
child sexual abuse, and recognised that it was most com-
monly perpetrated by members of a child’s family (incest)
(Wurtele and Miller-Perrin 1993). 
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ill-treated contacted an
organisation which pro-

vided voluntary assistance to immigrants. When they
visited the apartment they found Mary Ellen in a terrible
state; she had been neglected, beaten and cut with scis-
sors. The parents refused to change their behaviour,
insisting that they could do as they wished with the child.
Because there were no laws against child maltreatment at
the time, the group decided to bring the matter before the
courts under existing animal cruelty legislation on the
grounds that Mary Ellen was a member of the animal king-
dom. The case was proved and she was granted protection.

This case resulted in the formation of the New York
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, which
subsequently inspired the formation of other Societies in
the United States, and the founding of the National Society
for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) in the
United Kingdom in 1883 (Radbill 1974; Jones et al. 1987).
Thus began what has been described as the “first wave of
the child rescue movement” (Liddell 1993). 

In 1889, after campaigns by the NSPCC and others, the
UK parliament recognised public concern by passing the
Prevention of Cruelty Act 1889, dubbed the “Children’s
Charter” (Allen and Morton 1961). Among other things,
the Act enabled magistrates to issue warrants to permit the
entering of a house if their were suspicions a child was
being ill-treated, for police to arrest those suspected of ill-
treatment, and courts to remove ill-treated children from
their parents (Jones et al. 1987). 

Australian developments
In Australia, the earliest form of child protection began
within weeks of the first white settlements being estab-
lished in New South Wales (Gandevia 1978).With a focus
on the general welfare of children, services were devel-
oped in response to what would be defined as neglect
today. The settlement’s abandoned and neglected children,

Despite various attempts to protect children from
harm down through the ages, it was not until the
19th century that the maltreatment of children
became of great public concern.

Despite various attempts to protect children from
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or children whose parents were considered “socially inad-
equate”, were boarded out with approved families or, later,
resided in orphanages, the first of which was established
on Norfolk Island in 1795 (Liddell 1993).

Over the next century a strong voluntary or non-gov-
ernment child welfare sector developed in Australia (and
overseas) (Picton and Boss 1981), with the Christian
churches becoming involved in running orphanages and
occupying prominent positions within the non-govern-
ment child welfare system – this remains the case today. 

According to Liddell (1993), who has written a useful
history of child welfare and child protection in Australia, in
the mid-1800s, at a time when institutionalisation (resi-
dential care of children) was still the main response to
child welfare problems, New South Wales and Victoria
experienced a significant increase in the number of aban-
doned and neglected children as a consequence of the gold
rushes and population increases. However, there was also
increasing concern over the conditions experienced by
children “in care”, and the deprivation they suffered as a
result of having no family life. Thus, by the end of the cen-
tury “boarding out” had become the most popular form of
child welfare activity throughout the Australian states, a
form of foster care that was “probably the best model of
foster care in the world at that time” (Scott 1998: 5). 

This trend provides one of the earliest examples of what
has become a continuing issue in child protection and child
welfare – the regular oscillation between, and re-visiting of
child protection and service models or approaches designed
to prevent the occurrence of child abuse or neglect (that is,
child abuse prevention), often caused by public outcry at
perceived failures in protecting children from harm (child
deaths in particular). Since the 1800s, the provision of
alternative care has oscillated between the housing of chil-
dren in institutional settings and housing them in some
form of family-based care, such as foster care. 

Fuelled by evidence of the further abuse and neglect of
children in institutions, the alternative care “pendulum”
has continued to swing between institutional and family-
based care to this day. Australian state and territory
governments continue to reflect on the degree to which
institutional care should be used under a system that has
favoured family-based care for much of the past 40 years. 

Australia: late 19th century: It was at this time, in the
1890s (for example, in 1896 in Victoria) that most states
experienced the establishment of a Children’s Court, the
development of legislation to protect children from the
more obvious forms of child maltreatment, and the forma-
tion of a number of voluntary “child rescue” organisations,
including the Victorian Society for the Prevention of Cru-
elty to Children (1894), later to be known as the Children’s
Protection Society. The development of such agencies
strengthened the role of the non-government sector in Vic-
toria and set the foundation for the child welfare sector of
the 1990s. Finally, the end of the century saw the develop-
ment of early family support services, such as forms of
parental respite (Liddell 1993).
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professionals led by Dr Henry Kempe (Kempe et al. 1962). In
1962, in a paper which appeared in the Journal of the Amer-
ican Medical Association, Kempe and his colleagues
proposed the “battered-child syndrome” as an interpreta-
tion of medical evidence (radiological surveys that revealed
untreated broken and fractured bones) caused by physical
abuse. This paper is seen as the seminal child abuse work,
initiating modern interest in the field in the United States
and subsequently around the world. Within weeks of its pub-
lication, print media were carrying stories on the
battered-child syndrome and it has been contended that the
media coverage was just as important in the recognition of
the problem as the paper itself (Nelson 1984). 

After the publication of Kempe’s work, child abuse was
also “discovered” in other countries, including Australia.

Wurfel and Maxwell (1965) investigated 26 children from
18 families presenting at the Adelaide Children’s Hospital.
Particularly disturbing is the young age of the children
(half were aged six months or younger), and the severity of
the abuse (eight of the children had subsequently died of
their injuries).

Developing child protection systems
In the three decades following the work of Kempe and col-
leagues, the definition of what constitutes child abuse and
neglect has greatly expanded and it has become one of the
primary social ills targeted for action by governments and
communities across the western world. The prominence of
child abuse and neglect is, in part, due to the sizeable media
interest it attracts. The media has been essential to the
growth in society’s awareness of child abuse, not so much
from specific community education campaigns as through
the news and features reporting on specific cases, particu-
larly the more sensational or gruesome cases, research and
intervention initiatives (Goddard and Saunders 2001).

The public concern for the welfare of children and the
need for expertise in the assessment and treatment of
cases of child abuse and neglect has led most communities
to develop some form of distinct, professionally staffed,
child protection service, located within social service agen-
cies or government departments (Jenkins, Salus and
Schultze 1979). According to some sources (for example,
American Humane Association 1992), the development of
child protection services as part of larger welfare depart-
ments was part of a commitment to maintaining families,
rather than treating child abuse as a crime.

Child protection services, via child protection workers,
are expected to be able to correctly determine if a child is
subject to maltreatment, to determine the severity of the
abuse or neglect, the risk of future maltreatment, and to
develop effective means to ensure a child’s safety. However,
societal expectations of accurate prediction have often out-
stripped current knowledge of the causes of child abuse and
neglect, the process of making child protection decisions
and the influence various factors in isolation or combination
may exert. In addition, society has not set clear standards

Unfortunately, the “child rescue” movement of the lat-
ter part of the 1800s also led to the development of
interventionist policies designed to support the state’s reg-
ulation of Aboriginal people and more specifically,
Aboriginal child-rearing practices. Although the Aboriginal
Protection Board of New South Wales was originally set up

to protect Aboriginal populations from damage done to
them by white settlement, it set the basis from which a
separate Aboriginal child welfare system could be estab-
lished. In 1910 the Board was given a mandate to deal with
Aboriginal children, beginning what would become a pat-
tern of massive intervention and interference with the
Aboriginal culture in the mid-1900s, has become known as
the “Stolen Generation” (Liddell 1993).

Australia: 20th century: The first half of the twentieth
century was not notable for changes to child welfare 
practice, but it did see the state taking greater responsibil-
ity for looking after children’s welfare, and the increased
use of legislation to enforce appropriate standards of care.
This was evident during the years of the Great Depression
in the 1930s, when the practice of “boarding out” (of white
children) was gradually replaced by institutionalised care,
mainly because of the significant advantages it afforded, in
terms of “supervision and cost control” (Liddell 1993: 40).

As a consequence of concerns about the standard of
care received by institutionalised children, the 1950s her-
alded the beginning of a trend (a pendulum shift) towards
the closing down of large institutions and a shift towards
smaller group care, although institutionalised care contin-
ued through the 1950s and 1960s. 

The modern discovery of child abuse
It is generally agreed that modern professional (and subse-
quently public) interest in child maltreatment, sometimes
known as the “second wave of the child rescue movement”
(Scott 1995), was prompted by research conducted in 
the early 1960s in the United States by a group of medical
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for what constitutes appropriate child care, nor has a series
of factors been developed that can definitively indicate cases
of high risk (Preston-Shoot and Agass 1990). 

In essence, child protection workers make their deci-
sions without a clear means of judging which cases are in
need of immediate protection and which are not. Often
these decisions are made without access to all relevant
case information, and in many cases where the child’s
caregivers are non-cooperative. Workers are expected not
only to determine if maltreatment has occurred when 
children present with physical injuries or behavioural
symptoms, but they must also correctly assess cases where
there are no identifiable signs of abuse or neglect. Unfor-
tunately, there is little recognition by the public as to the
limitations of child protection work, or of the inherent 
difficulties faced by workers engaged in child protection, 
of the “shades of grey present in many child abuse cases”
(Preston-Shoot and Agass 1990:113). 

All too often, workers are “damned if they do “for remov-
ing children too frequently or inappropriately, and”
damned if they don’t” for failing to take action to protect
children. Beginning with the death of seven year old Maria
Colwell at the hands of her caregivers in the United King-
dom in 1973, the consequences of the failure to take action
to protect a child have been highlighted via a series of gov-
ernment child death inquiries. Designed to investigate the
circumstances leading to the death of a child, and the fail-
ure of child protection services to protect the child, these
inquiries are now common in most western countries (God-
dard and Carew 1993; Preston-Shoot and Agass 1990).

The dilemma of determining when to remove a child at
risk of harm highlights the conflicting values of child pro-
tection work – to protect children while maintaining or
preserving families. Over time, the “threshold” for protec-
tive investigation and intervention (taking statutory action
to remove a child) has continually shifted in response to
public concerns and resource issues. 

Thus, the decision to take action can be thought of as a
“child protection pendulum” where the emphasis has reg-
ularly swung from erring on the side of caution and
removing children at risk of maltreatment from their fam-
ilies, to the other extreme of keeping families together
even where there are serious concerns, and only removing
children as a last resort. 

Despite media stories highlighting what is perceived as
the inappropriate removal of some children by child pro-
tection workers, the child protection system is generally
quite non-interventionalist. In fewer than one in ten
reports do child protection services take statutory legal
action – that is, remove a child (temporarily or perma-
nently) from the home, or seek legal supervision of the
child in order to ensure that a family complies with plans
to reduce the risk of harm to the child. 

This means that, contrary to public perceptions, child
protection services do not focus on the prosecution and
punishment of all maltreating parents. In the majority of
cases reported to child protection services, the maltreat-
ment concerns are not confirmed (“substantiated”), or the
concerns are confirmed but the family undertakes volun-
tarily to attempt to seek assistance and resolve their
problems in order to reduce the risk of abuse or neglect. 

Child protection in Australia
The child protection system in Australia is quite frag-
mented. The responsibility for Children’s Courts and child
welfare legislation as it affects children subjected to child

abuse and neglect, rests with the individual state and ter-
ritory governments (Goddard 1996). As a consequence,
there are major variations in child welfare laws governing
children in need of care and protection, including how
child abuse and neglect are defined, the structure of the
child protection system and the child protection services
that have been developed, and consequently, in the report-
ing, investigation and intervention in cases of suspected
and/or substantiated child maltreatment (Goddard 1996). 

Yet in spite of the quite significant differences between
the state/territory services, each service plays a similar
role and each service has been affected by a number of
inter-related issues that have impacted on the provision of
child protection and child welfare/family support services
across the western world. 

Changes to child protection since 1970 
The 1970s and 1980s saw the development and refinement
of systems for investigating and managing child maltreat-
ment cases and the increased “professionalisation” of the
child protection response. In the 1980s and 1990s, the
desire to improve the professional response to child 
maltreatment, along with a strong desire for greater
accountability (see below), led to the widespread adoption,
particularly in the United States and Australia, of a variety
of professional decision making aids, guides or checklists,
commonly referred to as “risk assessment” measures. The
intention was to provide child protection workers with
additional resources they could use when assessing the risk
of abuse or neglect to a child. Specifically, the aids could
assist workers in determining if abuse or neglect had
occurred, the risk of further harm, and whether the child
should be removed from her/his parents’ care.

Since the 1970s, there has also been a continuation of
the process of deinstitutionalisation that had begun in the
1950s (Liddell 1993), with child protection departments
continuing the policy of returning children to their homes.
In spite of moves towards the establishment of small resi-
dential units or family group homes for children in need of
care and protection, concerns about the quality of institu-
tional care and the capacity for such forms of care to meet
children’s needs, have continued. 

Economic rationalism
Child protection services in many western countries have
been shaped by what is commonly known as the “eco-
nomic rationalist” approach, that is, an undue focus by
governments on economic considerations over social and
welfare concerns. This has resulted in a number of signifi-
cant changes to child protection practice. 

First, the development of the user pays system has led
to an increasing expectation on the part of governments for
families and communities to look after and manage their
own needs with minimal government involvement in serv-
ice provision and, at times, decreasing financial support
(McGurk 1997). 

Second, the provision of therapeutic support to 
children and families has been framed in terms of cost-
effectiveness and efficiency criteria, a particularly difficult
task when applied to the prevention of child maltreatment
and the protection of children. It has also resulted in the
privatisation of government services and the introduction
of compulsory competitive tendering.

Tough fiscal constraints, most evident in the early
1990s, translated into the severe rationing of resources
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The shift to family support

In the late 1990s, statutory child protection services in the
Australian states and territories, like those in other west-
ern countries, were struggling to cope with ever-increasing
numbers of reports of suspected child maltreatment and
fewer resources (Tomison 1996). These pressures, some
caused or exacerbated by the over-emphasis on cost effec-
tiveness and bureaucratic structures at the expense of
professional practice, led governments and child protec-
tion services to seek alternative solutions. 

It was apparent that a substantial proportion of the child
maltreatment reports received by child protection services
were inappropriately labelled as allegations of child mal-
treatment by those who referred cases to child protection
services (Dartington Social Research Unit 1995; Tomison
1996). Many of the reports involved families who had 
not maltreated their child but who had more generic 
problems, such as financial or housing difficulties, an inca-
pacitated caregiver, or serious stress problems. Although
such “at risk” families may require assistance, they do not
require child protection intervention. Their labelling as
cases of child abuse or neglect was further taxing what
were generally limited child protection resources (Tomi-
son 1996). 

Despite the fact that legal action was not taken for the
majority of families with whom child protection services
were involved, it was argued that the style of intervention
for all families had become “forensically driven”, (Tomison
1996; Armytage, Boffa and Armitage 1998). One conse-
quence of this “forensic” or legalistic approach was an
emphasis on child protection services as the “expert” and 
to alienate essential non-government agencies and 
professionals from a partnership approach to the preven-
tion, support and protection of children (Armytage et al.
1998). 

Such an approach had led to the shifting of scarce child
protection resources away from confirmed or “substanti-
ated” child maltreatment cases to enable the conduct of
investigations. It also raised general questions in relation
to both child protection services’ screening or “gatekeep-
ing practices” and the nature and availability of broader
child welfare and family support services in the commu-
nity. Within this, the dilemma was described as one of
distinguishing child protection problems from broader 
welfare concerns and, in all instances, delivering an appro-
priate response matched to the needs of the client children
and families. 

In developing alternative service models as a response
to these critiques, attention has therefore focused on both
the operations of child protection services and the broader
child and family welfare system that the statutory child
protection services operate within (Dartington Social
Research Unit 1995). Most Australian state and territory
governments have adopted “new” models of child protec-
tion and family support (Tomison 1996),  based
predominantly on the recommendations proposed in the
UK Department of Health’s Messages from Research
research report (Dartington Social Research Unit 1995). 

Such models are often not new, but are a revisiting or
recapitulation of solutions previously tried and tested
since the development of child protection services. One of
the major differences is that there is now formal recogni-
tion of the vital role played by the broader child and family
welfare system in supporting families and thus, preventing
the occurrence and recurrence of child abuse and neglect.

and the increasing pressures and controls being applied to
the operations of non-government family support and
child welfare agencies. This forced some non-government
agencies to close, many agencies were forced to amalga-
mate to survive, and the non-government sector’s ability to
provide services and support for children and families was
significantly hampered (Mitchell 1996).

In practice, what this meant was that the ability of
agencies to provide support for families suffering from
social problems, but who were not actually maltreating
their children (so-called “at risk” families), was severely
reduced. These families were often not able to gain access
to services, or were placed on long waiting lists as the
depleted non-government system struggled to cope with
the influx of clients referred by child protection services
(Scott 1998). 

At the same time as the reductions in public spending
on welfare and child protection began to take place, child
protection work became increasingly driven by adminis-
trative requirements and the adherence to strict
procedures (“bureaucratisation”). Management issues
rather than professional practice became central to child
protection practice, with efficiency, effectiveness and a
focus on accountability overriding and conflicting with
professionals’ values and orientation towards the needs of
children and their families (Liberman 1994). 

It has been argued that the bureaucratisation of child
protection practice has led to workers’ professional skills,
knowledge, discretionary powers and decision making,
being replaced by standardised practice, developed with-
out a clear understanding of the complexity of child
protection practice or of the dilemmas and the moral and
political factors that workers must take into consideration
when making decisions (Howe 1996). 

The legalisation of child protection practice
Concomitantly, a legalistic framework and “rules of evi-
dence” have increasingly determining the facts of a case
and whether abuse or neglect is serious enough to warrant
protective intervention (Stanley 1997). Under a legalistic
framework, developing a legal response has pervaded child
protection practice and usurped the therapeutic needs of
the child and family. A consequence of the adoption of the
legalistic framework has been that attempts have been
made to restrict definitions of maltreatment in order to
limit coercion and stigma. This has conflicted with the
therapeutic need to widen definitions and to increase the
identification of “at risk” or maltreating families in order to
offer help (Hallett and Birchall 1992).

A further consequence of the law becoming the stan-
dard by which cases are judged and maltreatment defined
is that cases with legal consequences are, by definition,
more likely to be singled out for attention (Lynch 1992).
Emotional abuse or neglect, typically more difficult to
prove legally, may therefore be less likely to receive ade-
quate attention. 

In addition, there is a danger that maltreated children
may receive inadequate care and protection as a function
of a lack of evidence, or until the evidence is such that the
case is able to be dealt with under the legal system (Stan-
ley 1997). Finally, the evidential standards required by
courts may affect the work of non-judicial agencies, with
evidential issues dominating case investigations, with child
protection concerns being subsumed, and therapeutic
work hampered by a focus on criminal concerns (Mouza-
kitis and Varghese 1985).  
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Back to the future
Under these new child protection models, the balance
between child protection and the role of family support
services is altered such that child protection no longer
drives the system but becomes merely one important facet
in an overall welfare assessment of the family.

Good practice and adequate child protection thus both
emerge from adopting a wider perspective on child protec-
tion by means of which underlying problems in the family
that may put a child “at risk” or have a detrimental effect
on the child’s long-term welfare are addressed (Tomison
1996). That is, having recognised that merely conducting
an investigation and applying the label “child abuse” to a
family would not do much to reduce the risk of further
harm to children, there has been a renewed focus on
addressing family ills holistically, to supporting children
and families, in order to prevent the development or recur-
rence of child abuse and neglect. 

Most services have therefore adopted practice princi-
ples that promote cooperation between workers and
families in order to achieve greater levels of parental coop-
eration and, subsequently, a better outcome for children
and families. 

In addition, child protection workers have been pro-
vided with a greater range of options to select from when
responding to a report. These differentiated responses 
provide workers with more scope to tailor the assessment
process to the perceived family needs and the level of 
risk to the child. Thus, a case that appears to be mainly
about a need for general family support rather than the
occurrence of actual child maltreatment, may receive a
less intrusive assessment, involving non-government 
agencies, while a serious child abuse concern continues 

to receive a more authoritarian response from child pro-
tection workers, perhaps in the company of police officers. 

The benefits of the new systems are that, ideally, families
are not unduly stigmatised or traumatised by inappropriate
or unnecessary investigations, and are therefore more
likely to accept assistance. In addition, family problems
can be comprehensively assessed and (in theory) appropri-
ate services put in place to address them, thus preventing
the development of maltreating behaviour, or reducing con-
ditions detrimental to a child’s long-term development. 

Equally importantly, under the new approaches there is
greater recognition of the need for effective collaboration
between child protection services and other family support
agencies in order to assess family needs more effectively,
and to provide a response that can positively affect family
wellbeing and ensure the protection of children from abuse
and neglect. These approaches, if appropriately resourced,
enable agencies to regain prominence in preventing child
maltreatment and the early detection of “at risk” children,
a role which many services were unable to perform sub-
stantially in the 1990s because of a lack of resources,
exacerbated by the high demands for services that accom-
panied the recession of the late 1980s and early 1990s
(Tomison 1996; Armytage et al. 1998). 

Re-discovering prevention 
Interest in the prevention of child abuse and neglect
increased substantially in the last 20 years, and even 
more dramatically in the last decade. As noted above, this
interest was boosted by the recognition that the investiga-

tion-driven child protection response of the early 1990s
would ultimately fail without adequate family support and
other prevention services. 

There were other reasons for the interest. The humani-
tarian desire to remedy or prevent the suffering of children
also heightened the interest in child abuse prevention.
Harrington and Dubowitz (1993) contended that the
heightened interest eventuated as a consequence of the
professional community’s discovery of the harmful and
expensive outcomes that can result from child abuse and
neglect, such as physical and emotional harm, the trans-
mission of abusive or violent behaviour through the
generations from parent to child, and delinquency and/or
adult criminal behaviour. 

A small, but growing body of evidence that prevention
programs are effective has also given impetus to a more
prevention-focused service philosophy. Early intervention
programs first run in the 1960s in the United States, pro-
grams like the Perry Preschool program (Zigler and Styfco
1996), Head Start (Zigler and Styfco 1996), and later, the
Elmira Prenatal/Early Infancy home visiting program (Olds
et al. 1997) have demonstrated some improvement in 
disadvantaged children’s lives, and a reduction in the num-
ber of “at risk” or maltreating families who subsequently
require more intensive support in order to reach an 

Since the 1970s, there has been a continuation of the
process of deinstitutionalisation that had begun in the
1950s, with child protection departments continuing
the policy of returning children to their homes
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Family support services carrying out an “early detection”
role, especially home visiting services, have been particu-
larly noted for their success in identifying families at risk of
maltreatment prior to concerns reaching a level that would
require protective intervention. Whether they be similar to
the Home Visitor service operating in the United Kingdom
child protection system, the universal maternal and child
health nurses operating in Scandinavian countries, or the
infant welfare nurses operating across Australia, such serv-
ices are well placed to monitor the family over time. Where
resources allow, they are able to support and educate par-
ents, and are much more likely to detect problematic
changes in family functioning (Drotar 1992). These services
are also able to divert/refer families to the most appropriate
support, and they can often alleviate the family situation
without the involvement of child protection services. 

However, the value of the preventative role played by the
non-government sector, including early detection services,
in preventing child abuse and neglect was relatively unac-
knowledged and undervalued, particularly by governments
intent on cost-cutting during the recession of the late 1980s
and early 1990s. The subsequent widespread service reduc-
tion caused by the significant decrease in available funding,
combined with a substantial increase in requests for assis-
tance, resulted in the cessation of much of the preventative
family support work being done with “at risk” families by
child welfare and family support services. 

With very few exceptions, the non-government sector
focused predominantly on providing assistance to the 
families in greatest need, typically those referred by 
child protection services as substantiated child maltreat-
ment families. Thus, those “at risk” families who sought
assistance were left to resolve their problems without 
professional assistance, and not surprisingly, a number
subsequently failed to cope and eventually became abusive
or neglectful.

It was not until the shift to a family support model of
child protection practice in the mid to late 1990s, and a

adequate level of parenting and overall functioning. Early
intervention has therefore become a vital, cost-effective
component of any approach to preventing social ills like
child maltreatment or promoting social competence (Bar-
nett 1993; Zigler and Styfco 1996). 

The resurgence of interest of such early intervention
approaches has been strengthened by growing empirical
evidence that early exposure to chronic violence, a lack of
nurturing relationships, and/or chaotic and cognitively
“toxic” environments (Garbarino 1995) may significantly
alter a child’s neural development and result in a failure to
learn, emotional and relationship difficulties and a predis-
position to violent and/or impulsive behaviour (Perry et al.
1995; Shore 1997). 

Thus, although early intervention to prevent child 
maltreatment or other social ills may be beneficial across
the lifespan from birth to adulthood, the prenatal/perinatal
period in particular has become a predominant focus 
for intervention. Infancy is a period of developmental 
transition that has been identified as providing an ideal
opportunity to enhance parental competencies and to
reduce risks that may have implications for the lifelong
developmental processes of both children and parents
(Holden, Willis and Corcoran 1992). 

Equally important for an economic rationalist society
was the development of evidence that child abuse preven-
tion is cost-effective. For example, in the often-quoted Perry
Preschool study, Barnett (1993) calculated that by the age of
27 years, for every dollar taxpayers spent on the preschool
children enrolled in the Perry Preschool early intervention
program (developed in the 1960s), there had been a subse-
quent saving of over seven dollars in health, welfare,
criminal justice and social security expenditure. Such cost-
benefit analyses have resulted in a revitalised attitude
towards the effectiveness of such early intervention pro-
grams, given that not only were they able to assist the nation
to attain educational targets, but they were “lucrative social
investments” (Zigler and Styfco 1996:144). 

Importance of family support in preventing maltreatment
Child abuse prevention could be said to have occurred as a
function of the general assistance then beginning to be
provided by child welfare agencies to families suffering
from poverty in the late 19th century. Following the mod-
ern “discovery” of child abuse by Kempe and colleagues in
the 1960s, and in addition to a continued role in providing
alternative care for children removed from their families,
church agencies, “child rescue” societies and other non-
government agencies spent much of the next 40 years
maintaining and expanding their role in supporting chil-
dren and families who were suffering from a variety of
social ills and/or where there were identified child mal-
treatment concerns. This work with both voluntary and
statutory (child protection) client families was vital in
reducing the risk of maltreatment and enhancing child and
family wellbeing. 

At present, child protection services across
Australia continue to struggle to provide an
effective response for children and families.

At present, child protection services across
Australia continue to struggle to provide an
effective response for children and families.
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greater recognition of the benefits of home visiting and
other early intervention programs, that governments
began re-investing in the family support system and the
non-government child welfare and family support system
began to reclaim some of its prevention role with “at risk”
families. One of the differences was that governments now
explicitly funded the provision of treatment and support
for families identified as maltreating, and set about devel-
oping and funding a number of services specifically
designed to work with “at risk” families.

Strengthening families and communities
Researchers investigating the “risk factors” that may
heighten children’s vulnerability to various social ills, such
as child abuse and neglect, have consistently identified
some children who are able to achieve positive outcomes
in the face of adversity – children who are “resilient”
despite facing stressful, high risk situations (Kirby and
Fraser 1997). Resilience appears to be determined by the
presence of risk factors in combination or interaction with
the positive forces (protective factors) that contribute to
adaptive outcomes (Garmezy 1993). 

The enhancement of protective factors or “strengths”
has become a key facet of strategies to prevent a variety of
social ills, including child maltreatment. Governments are
now using it as the basis for Australian community-level
interventions, and as a valued part of a policy of promoting
family and community health and wellbeing.Thus, the
second big shift towards “prevention” has been the empha-
sis on working with the community as a whole to improve
the health and wellbeing of children, families and commu-
nities so that, when faced with adversity or stress, they are
better equipped to cope and respond in a non-destructive
way. This in turn would reduce the incidence of child mal-
treatment, domestic violence, substance abuse, youth
suicide, and a host of other ills. Such an approach goes
beyond direct prevention of maltreatment, it is better
described as a “wellness” or general health promotion
approach (Tomison and Poole 2000).

A key to prevention in the 21st century?
With the dawn of the 21st century there has been govern-
ment and professional recognition that child protection
services in isolation (attempting to address maltreatment
after the fact) cannot provide adequate support to families
and reduce the risk of the occurrence or recurrence of child
abuse and neglect. More importantly, there is growing recog-

nition that a focus on the prevention of child maltreatment
provides the greater social and economic benefits. 

In the past, efforts to prevent child maltreatment have
been hampered by a failure to address the structural social
forces and community-level factors that impact on children,
families and the propensity for maltreatment. In Australia,
as in other western countries, the response has been to
develop programs that enhance the resilience of children,
family and the community. Unfortunately, despite being
able to make observable improvements to wellbeing and
resiliency, no program can enable children to develop opti-
mally when their larger child rearing environment is not
conducive to healthy development (Zigler and Styfco 1996).

It is therefore important to ensure that a greater empha-
sis on health promotion and efforts to develop resiliency do
not detrimentally affect prevention efforts. The most effec-
tive strategy for the prevention of child maltreatment, and
other social ills would appear to be the adoption of a devel-
opmental prevention approach, where the aim is to reduce
risk and to promote protective factors (Tremblay and
Craig 1995). 

A focus on resiliency without a continued focus on
reducing risk factors is, in effect, only a partial solution.
Thus, rather than assisting families and communities to 
be resilient in the face of adversity, it is important that
efforts are made to reduce the structural, societal factors
that cause harm to children, such as poverty, unemploy-
ment, and inferior educational opportunities, that may
lead to an increase in the potential for abusive behaviour in
families. Child maltreatment prevention strategies cannot
be truly effective without a consideration of the means to
address such problems. 

The future for child protection – back to the future?
At present, child protection services across Australia 
continue to struggle to provide an effective response for
children and families. Despite the renewed interest in
developing greater supports for “at risk” and maltreating
families, it is clear that despite extra funding the need 
for services across the nation remains high and agencies
continue to struggle to meet demand. 

In the coming decades it can be expected that the ade-
quate provision of family support will remain a driving
force in the prevention of child maltreatment. It is likely
that further evidence will be produced of the social and
economic benefits of early intervention and family support
services, leading to a continued focus on prevention and,
in particular, an expansion of family support services. It
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could be expected that there will be an emphasis on ensur-
ing greater accessibility to services, especially by those
families most in need; and that the range of services 
available will be increased to better cater for children and
families. It is to be hoped that this expansion will include
the provision of long-term monitoring and support options
for families, particularly those with ongoing “chronic”
problems, as this is a serious gap in the existing family 
support system.
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prominent role held by such agencies for much of the 19th
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receive the statutory child protection response. In many
ways such a system could look much like it did before the
rise of statutory child protection agencies in the 1970s.
Such a utopian system may also lead to greater attention
being placed on addressing the structural forces impacting
on families.

Conclusion
For much of the past 30 years a variety of child protection
responses have been implemented to protect children, and
the child protection pendulum has swung between 
interventionist and non-interventionist extremes, pushed
by public concern about child deaths and other perceived
failures. The “discovery” of child abuse in the 1960s 
radically changed public awareness of maltreatment and
the response to children experiencing maltreatment. 

The recent scientific “discovery” of the benefits of 
preventing child abuse and neglect has the potential to
take society’s response to child abuse and neglect to the
next level, driving the creation of a “new”, potentially
more effective approach to ensuring the care and protec-
tion of children for the coming century. In the short-term
at least, it is likely that this brave new approach will be
firmly anchored in the refinement of solutions previously
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tion and child protection. 
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publication – Issues Papers, Discussion
Papers, and Newsletters. Clearinghouse
publications can be obtained free of charge
by contacting the Australian Institute of
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For a definitive listing of all Institute research readers are
referred to the recently published Australian Institute of Family
Studies: Collected Works 1980–2001

The research journal, Family Matters, evolved from the popular
early newsletters into the Institute’ flagship publication

Since its inception the Institute has conducted 
a vigorous publishing program

The newly created Institute of Family Studies opened its doors in 1980 with Don Edgar as foundation
Director and Justice Austin Asche as Presiding Member of the inaugural Board of Management
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The year 2001 marks the twenty-first year of operations for the Australian Institute of Family Studies.While organisa-
tions do not usually celebrate their “coming of age” anniversary, it seems an appropriate time to examine how the
Institute has developed, to reflect upon its performance against the expectations held, and to look forward to what
might be achieved in the future.

T he Australian Institute of Family Studies was
established in February 1980 under Part XIVA
of the Family Law Act 1975. 

Born largely out of concerns about the possible effects of no-fault divorce, the inclusion of an
Institute of Family Studies (as it was then known) had been an eleventh hour amendment to the
Bill which helped to get the Family Law Act 1975 over the final hurdle of a Parliamentary debate
which had lasted more than 18 months from December 1973 to May 1975. (See accompanying
box for details of the debate.) 

Speaking at the Institute’s First Australian Family Research Conference held in Canberra in
November 1983, former Attorney-General Senator Lionel Murphy, recalled:

“In the closing stages of the process in the Senate it occurred to me that something further was needed before the
matter was introduced to the Senate.This is why the inclusion of the Institute in the legislation was somewhat
hastily drawn by Parliamentary Counsel, but it was very important to have it included.”(Proceedings Volume VII,
Australian Family Research Conference 1984:13)

But there was more to the story than that. Efforts had been made since 1964 to have such a
body established. In that year Mr Les Harvey, the Chief Psychologist in the Attorney-General’s
Department, had written to the National Marriage Guidance Council suggesting the need for a
body to undertake research on families. In 1968 the National Marriage Guidance Council estab-
lished a Steering Committee to discuss the establishment of a research body, the Institute of
Family Living. 

In 1970 Dr Jerzy Krupinksi of the Victorian Family Council, and the Rev Lloyd Phillips of the
Marriage Guidance Council of Victoria, drafted aims for an Institute for Family Research. In
September 1970, Mrs Marie Breen (formerly a Victorian Liberal Senator) started lobbying her
former parliamentary colleagues and businesses and philanthropic trusts for funds for the
Institute, but none were forthcoming. In 1971 the name of the proposed Institute was changed
to the Institute for Family Studies, and it is this name which the committee, with the assistance
of Les Harvey of the Attorney-General’s Department, managed to have inserted in the legisla-
tion. 

The haste with which the Institute was included in the legislation and the poor drafting of
S116 of the Family Law Act 1975 made establishment of the proposed Institute impossible.
Establishment came after the Family Law Amendment Act 1979 spelled out in detail the func-
tions and structure of the Institute (see accompanying box for current legislation). 

The primary function of the Institute was:

“to promote,by the encouragement and coordination of research and other appropriate means,the identification
of, and development of understanding of, the factors affecting marital and family stability in Australia, with the
object of promoting the protection of the family as the natural and fundamental group unit in society.” (Family
Law Act 1975, s.116 (3)(a) as passed)

AUSTRALIAN INSTITUTE OF FAMILY STUDIES

THE FIRST TWENTY-ONE YEARS

C AT H E R I N E  R O S E N B R O C K
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family policy and programs. (AIFS Annual Report
1982-1983: 3)

Don Edgar’s first Research Plan was a broad and
ambitious one, especially given the level of resources
available to him – four staff and a budget of less than
$900,000 in the first year, rising to 23 staff and $1.5
million three years later.

The priority areas for research were family for-
mation, family breakdown, children in families,
family values, and family policy. Major longitudinal
studies were planned for each of these areas along
with a series of policy specific studies on single
issues.

Describing Australia’s families

The Institute’s first major study, the Australian
Family Formation Project, commenced in 1981.
Contact with more than 9000 households gave a
detailed picture of family types. Interviews with
2600 people aged 18–34 years yielded information
about issues such as family background, personal
relationships, attitudes and expectations regarding
marriage, leaving home, and having children. Data
from the second wave of the project collected in
1991, made it possible to examine family formation
and dissolution patterns among the sample and to
look at variations in the timing and sequence of fam-
ily formation stages and their determinants. 

The smaller 1980 Family Dissolution and Re-for-
mation Study examined the causes of marriage
breakdown, experiences of the court system, and
post-separation circumstances of 300 people who
had divorced in 1979. 

Detailed findings from each of these two studies,
smaller commissioned studies on ethnic families and
work and the family, and a comprehensive re-analy-
sis of existing Australian Bureau of Statistics data
sets were reported in the 1983–1984 Annual Report,
the first comprehensive description of the state of
Australian families since the passage of the Family
Law Act in 1975. 

Families and divorce

In 1984, data collection commenced for the Eco-
nomic Consequences of Marital Breakdown Study,
conducted in conjunction with the Australian Law
Reform Commission and the Family Court. The
study revealed the vulnerability of women with 
children, and older women with limited work expe-
rience, to poor economic outcomes from divorce. 
At the same time, the Institute contracted studies 
on the effects of divorce on young children and 
adolescents. 

The study provided baseline data for subsequent
Institute studies and made a major contribution to
the Law Reform Commission’s Matrimonial Property
Inquiry. Settling Up: Property and Income Distribu-
tion on Divorce in Australia was published in 1986
by Prentice-Hall in conjunction with the Institute.

Children in families

The Children in Families Study, conducted by the
Institute in 1982–1983, used interviews with young
children, adolescents and parents to examine chil-
dren’s views of family life. One of the main aims of
the research was to explore the development of 

THE INSTITUTE OPENS ITS DOORS 1980

The first Board of Management of the newly created
Institute of Family Studies was appointed on 20 Feb-
ruary 1980, with Justice Austin Asche of the Family
Court as Presiding Member. Dr Don Edgar, who had
been appointed to the position of Director in Novem-
ber 1979, took up his appointment on 28 February
1980 (AIFS Annual Report 1980-1981). 

One of the first tasks of the inaugural Board and
Director was to translate the legislative warrant into
a practical and achievable program of activities. In
the period between the establishment of the Family
Court in 1976 and the Institute in 1980, much of the
initial concern about the impact of the Family Law
Act 1975 had abated. The Board took the view that
the Act did not limit the Institute’s interest to issues
relating to the operation or impact of the Act, or to
the breakdown of marriage and its consequences.
Had the Institute been established in 1976, one 
wonders if the Board would have made a similar
interpretation.

Two early decisions about the function of the
Institute were especially important. 

First, if the Institute’s research was to contribute
effectively to the development of understanding of
factors affecting family stability, its research had to
be accessible to a broad audience. The decision was
taken that all Institute research would be presented
in “jargon-free, attractive, easily-understood publi-
cations, and via the mass media” (Don Edgar, Family
Matters, no. 26, April 1990: 2).

Second, the Institute’s scope was determined to be
all families, not just those who had been affected by
family breakdown. The Institute rejected a “family
problems” focus, instead choosing to adopt family
processes and family life cycles as the basis of its inves-
tigations. This was not to say that the Institute was 
not concerned about specific family problems, or dis-
advantage, but that the goal of the Institute was to
support the family unit rather than advocacy for 
any one type of family. This focus on families in general
has helped place those experiencing difficulties in per-
spective. 

In the discussion that follows, reference is made
to many, but by no means all, of the Institute’s stud-
ies. For a definitive listing of all Institute research
readers are referred to the recently published Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies: Collected Works
1980–2001.

EARLY RESEARCH 1980–1987

The new Director wasted no time in developing the
Institute’s first research plan. In March 1980 a draft
Seven-Year Research Plan was approved by the
Board, and widely circulated in Australia and over-
seas for comment. 

The major objective of this first plan was to 
correct the dearth of information about Australian
families. The Institute’s early studies sought to pro-
vide a comprehensive description of the nature of
families in Australia and to identify and analyse the
many factors affecting their wellbeing. The overrid-
ing aim was to inform government and others about
factors that could be meaningfully addressed by 
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children’s competence in different family types –
intact, sole-parent and step families. 

In 1983, partly as a result of approaches by judges
and the Family Law Council who were looking for
guidance on child maintenance matters, the Insti-
tute commenced work on its Cost of Children Study.
A relatively inexpensive study, it was the longest
lived of all the Institute’s research. 

The Institute replicated the Piachaud study of the
cost of children in the United Kingdom by calculat-
ing the costs of two baskets of goods parents needed
to buy in order to raise children of varying ages. One
basket was said to be “basic” and was assumed to
apply to low income families; the other was more
generous and applied to middle income families. In
1984, the Institute contracted Dr Donald Lee of
Deakin University to derive estimates of the direct
costs of children from the Australian Bureau of Sta-
tistics Household Expenditure Survey. 

Updated estimates of the costs of children based
on the two approaches were published in Family
Matters from 1984 until 1999 when the updating 
was superseded by the work of a number of other
research centres. 

Family policy and program monitoring

The third type of research commenced by the Insti-
tute in the early years involved the monitoring of
family policy and programs. 

Between 1980 and 1983 a series of Family Impact
Seminars were held at locations around Australia
where representatives of government, academia and
service providers presented written and verbal sub-
missions on issues affecting families in their area. 

Early policy and program monitoring studies
included evaluations of family services, marriage
education and counselling, housing policies, tax and
child care. 

In 1983, the Institute held its first Australian
Family Research Conference in Canberra. The panel
discussion at the end of the conference focused on
what has become an enduring theme of the six sub-
sequent conferences – the relationship between
research and policy, and how the work of research
organisations can influence the policy process.

From 1980 to 1997, the Institute published an
annual Diary of Social Legislation and Policy in asso-
ciation with a range of other research organisations.
The Diaries recorded changes and developments
made to policy and legislation, funding of government
programs, and recommendations for changes in 
policy and legislation from reviews, inquiries and
commissioned research. 

A growing international reputation

The Institute’s international reputation grew. A
steady stream of overseas researchers and govern-
ment officials visited the Institute. Don Edgar visited
virtually every family research group overseas to
inform them of the Institute’s work and ensure that
its studies were related to overseas work. He became
Secretary/Treasurer of the International Sociological
Association’s Committee on Family Research, and
this led to an international conference being held in
Melbourne in 1984, which brought hundreds of over-
seas experts to Australia. 

Overseas researchers, impressed with the Insti-
tute’s model, tried to have similar bodies established
in their countries. In France, l’Institut de l’enfance et
de la famille was modelled on the Australian Institute
and researchers in several other countries (Ireland,
the United Kingdom, Canada, Spain) tried with vary-
ing success, to get their governments to fund an
institute along similar lines. 

REVIEW OF INSTITUTE 1985

In 1985, amid a climate of extensive government
funding cutbacks which saw the Institute’s budget
cut by 11 per cent, the Attorney-General appointed
a committee convened by Mr R. A. St John, Deputy
Secretary of the Attorney-General’s Department, to
review the operations of the Institute of Family Stud-
ies, the Law Reform Commission, the Human Rights
Commission and the Australian Institute of Crimi-
nology, and to report on any overlap in functions,
identify possible financial savings, and consider the
possible amalgamation of the agencies. 

The committee concluded that there was no sig-
nificant overlap in functions or interests, few savings
that did not involve a substantial reduction in agency
activities, and no basis for amalgamations (Review of
Research Bodies in Attorney-General’s Portfolio,
Attorney-General’s Department, Canberra, 1985).

In responding to the review, the Institute had
undertaken a comprehensive internal review of its
role and functions. The research program was
restructured around five program areas – social
structures and family processes, family law, children
in families, family support, and family policies. The
Information Program was structured into publishing,
dissemination and library programs with a newly
defined research development program centred on
the development of research databases. 

FOCUS ON EMERGING ISUES 1987–1993

The early work had served the Institute and its audi-
ences well in identifying factors for further study.
Following the review, and the restoration of funding
levels in 1986, the Institute embarked upon a series
of new studies which analysed in greater detail some
of the emerging issues identified in the early studies. 

Work and family

As early as 1980, the Institute had identified the
impact of work on family life as a significant area for
research and policy development. In 1987 the Insti-
tute received funding from the Department of
Employment, Education and Training to undertake
the Maternity Leave Study – the largest ever study of
maternity leave in Australia. 

Three separate surveys investigated the use and
non-use of maternity leave among 2000 women 18
months after the birth of a child, the pattern of
maternity leave taking in 1252 private sector busi-
nesses of varying sizes, and perceptions of employers
in private enterprise of the advantages and disad-
vantages of maternity leave. Comparisons with
public sector practices were also made. The ensuing
report has been used as a benchmark in much of the
subsequent research on this topic. 



sick children; work-related child care; use and
choice of child care; and quality assurance in chil-
dren’s services.

Family law

Based in part on the Institute’s work on the costs of
children and the findings of the Economic Conse-
quences of Divorce Study, in June 1988 the
government introduced Stage 1 of the Child Support
Scheme. The Institute was contracted to undertake a
wide ranging assessment of the impacts of the
scheme on recipients and payers. In addition to
analysing administrative data from the Child Support
Agency and Department of Social Security, the Insti-
tute was able to use data collected in 1987 for its
study of parenting after divorce to analyse issues such
as work patterns of divorced women, attitudes

towards child support, and law reform in
this area. 

A second wave of data was collected from the
younger parents in the 1984 Economic Conse-
quences of Divorce Study, which enabled an
assessment to be made of economic wellbeing and
family transitions five to eight years after divorce.
The results were published by the Institute in 1993
as a substantial book entitled Settling Down: Path-
ways of Parents After Divorce.

In the third part of the study, which was published
by the Institute in 1996 as Remaking Families: Adap-
tation of Parents and Children to Divorce, the children
of a sub-group of the parents in the study were inter-
viewed about their adaptations to parental divorce and
the parents’ and children’s views were integrated.

Families and the tax system

In 1983 the Institute commenced work on the devel-
opment of computer based models which enabled it
to monitor the economic wellbeing of families.
Between 1987 and 1990 a series of bulletins and
reports from the Australian Families Income Trans-
fer (AFIT) Project were published which analysed
the impact on families of real and proposed changes
to tax and social security arrangements.

Australian living standards

The 1989 transfer of the Institute from the Attorney-
General’s Department to the Department of Social
Security saw a shift in the Institute’s policy research

Following the success of the Maternity Leave
Study in 1988, the Institute received funds to under-
take further studies in the area of work and family.
Studies were conducted of small and large business
attitudes and practices in relation to workers with
family responsibilities. 

The Institute’s reputation as an authority on the
interaction between work and family life was
cemented with the 1995 publication of Work and
family Life: Achieving Integration. Data from the
Australian Living Standards Study and the Aus-
tralian Family Formation Project (Phase 2) were
used for this examination of how families perceive
and manage their paid work and family caring roles. 

The Institute’s research on work and family led to
a study of one of the nation’s biggest employers. As
part of the planning process for a major restructure

of the Australian Defence Forces, the Department of
Defence commissioned the Institute to undertake
two important studies (the Australian Defence Force
Project). 

In March 1991 some 70,000 defence force per-
sonnel participated in the first census of Australian
Defence Force members and their families. During
1992 the Institute undertook research with the Aus-
tralian Defence Force which focused upon the
impact of Service-related mobility and short-term
dislocation on family functioning. 

Early childhood

In the Institute’s experience, discussion about work
and family almost inevitably leads to a discussion
about child care. Until the early 1990s, most debate
about child care in Australia was informed by Amer-
ican studies. The Institute saw a need for Australian
research on the topic, and in 1991 commenced the
Early Childhood Study. 

The study took a sample of children in their first
year at school, identified the types of child care
experienced by the children in their pre-school
years, and assessed the links between differing child
care contexts, cognitive skills, and social-economic
development. Between 1991 and 1995 a series of
seven reports were published on issues including:
use of child health services by working and non-
working mothers; how working mothers cope with
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emphasis. Attention turned to broader issues of 
economic and social wellbeing, and a major new
project, the Australian Living Standards Study, was
established. 

The Australian Living Standards Study dominated
the Institute’s research program between 1990 and
1994. The largest study ever conducted by the 
Institute, it examined the living standards of families
with children in twelve localities around Australia. In
all, more than 5000 families participated in the
study. The study took a “whole of life” approach to
the measurement of living standards and included
questions on employment, economic resources,
housing, health, transport, education and training,
children’s services, social and political participation,
family relationships, and personal wellbeing. The
study also focused on the contribution to living stan-
dards of a range of publicly and privately provided
services, with information about services being col-

lected from service providers in each of the twelve
study areas. 

The study was conducted under contract from the
Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, the
Department of Human Services and Health, and the
Department of Primary Industries and Energy, with a
number of specialist reports commissioned by the
Department of Social Security. 

The findings of the Australian Living Standards
Study were reported in a series of major reports on
localities and topics including housing, transport,
and services. The Autumn 1996 issue of the Insti-
tute’s journal Family Matters was devoted to articles
and outcomes of the study, including an overview
and comprehensive bibliography of publications and
conference presentations. 

Young people and families

The Institute’s Family Formation Study had indi-
cated how complex the transitional pathways from
youth to adulthood had become. In the context of
rising youth homelessness, the Institute’s study on
the Needs of unsupported youth led to a cooperative
study with the Youth Affairs Council of Victoria on
young people’s incomes and living costs. 

Family Support Services

“Family Support” is an ongoing theme of the Insti-
tute’s work. The 1983-84 Family Support Networks

Study involved surveys of family support networks 
in Geelong, the Sydney suburb of Ashfield, Darwin,
and the remote Northern Territory community of
Jabiru. The detailed findings of the Geelong survey,
were outlined in A bit of a struggle: Coping with fam-
ily life in Australia, published in 1987 by McPhee
Gribble/Penguin, Melbourne. The major report on the
findings of the Family Support Networks Study was
published in 1991. In 1989, the Victorian government
contracted the institute to provide a detailed litera-
ture review of family support services across Australia. 

Marriage counselling and relationship education
are a long-running focus of Institute activities. The
1983 Education for family life, project had exam-
ined the availability and content of such programs.
The 1986 Survey of human relations education in
schools built on the Institute’s early work with
schools to determine the extent and content of
school based relationship education.

In 1986 the Attorney-General requested the 
Institute to undertake an evaluations of marriage 
counselling services. The first study of its kind in Aus-
tralia the Marriage Counselling Evaluation examined
the effect of marriage counselling on marital status 
and the long-term stability of relationships. 

CHANGES AND UNCERTAINTIES 1992 

In May 1992 the Minister for Social Security, Neal
Blewett, appointed a review panel, chaired by Pro-
fessor Fred Gruen of the Australian National
University, to conduct a second evaluation of the
Institute. The panel received more than 2000 replies
to a survey distributed to a range of organisations
and individuals in Australia and overseas. The
responses were overwhelmingly supportive of the
Institute and its work (An Evaluation of the Institute
of Family Studies, Final Report of the External
Panel of Review, Department of Social Security,
Canberra, 1993). 

During the course of the review, it became appar-
ent that the Institute was experiencing significant
financial difficulties due to rising project, salary,
publishing and distribution costs. The review panel
recommended a number of changes to the way the
Institute operated. Staff reductions and an organisa-
tional restructure ensued. Subscription fees and
charges for publications became an important
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Nations International Year of the Family Secretariat
the Institute compiled and published the Interna-
tional Directory of IYF Research Activities.

NEW DIRECTIONS 1995–1998

Mid-way through 1994 Dr Harry McGurk, a former
Director of the Thomas Coram Institute at the Uni-
versity of London, arrived in Australia to take up the
Director’s position. In the interim, the Director’s role
was filled first by Peter McDonald, and then by Marie
Coleman from the Commonwealth Department of
Health, Housing Local Government and Community
Services. In March 1995, David de Vaus from La
Trobe University, an expert in social survey method-
ology with extensive experience in researching
family values, intergenerational and gender relation-
ships, took up the position of Research Manager.

By mid-1995 the Institute’s second, formal
research plan was in place. Where the Institute’s first
research plan had sought to describe the circum-
stances of Australian families and identify factors
impacting on them, the new plan focused on family
functioning and family dynamics. 

The plan identified six core areas of research for
the three-year period of the plan: family wellbeing
across the life course; family formation, dissolution
and reformation; parenting and young children; age-
ing, later-life families and family care; child
protection studies; and studies on living standards of
Australian families. 

source of revenue. The Institute became more vigi-
lant over the costs of its projects, especially those
done on contract. 

In April 1993, after fourteen years at the helm, 
the Institute’s foundation Director Don Edgar
announced that he would resign in December 1993.
In February 1994 the Acting Director and head of the
Institute’s research program, Dr Peter McDonald,
was seconded to the Australian Urban and Regional
Development Review, from where he was recruited
to the Australian National University’s Demography
Program .

These two departures, and those of a number of
other senior staff, left a big hole in the Institute’s
research capacity. Recruitment of permanent
replacements took six months in the case of the
Director, and twelve for the Research Manager and
newly created Business Manager positions. 

INTERNATIONAL YEAR OF THE FAMILY 1994

Thus it was with an Acting Director and an under-
staffed research program that the Institute
commenced the International Year of the Family
(1994). Much of the work for the Year had already
been set in train during the previous twelve months
by Don Edgar with a number of events and publica-
tions planned. A special edition of Family Matters,
coordinated by Peter McDonald, featured articles
from Australia’s leading academics and social policy
commentators on the nine priority areas for the Year. 
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Family wellbeing across the life course

The Australian Family Life Course Study was a
national survey of individuals aged 25–50 years liv-
ing in varying family circumstances. The study
examined wellbeing for a range of family types at
major transition points within the life course. Its
broad aim was to achieve a better understanding of
major demographic, social and economic changes
over the last 30 years and their implications for fam-
ily wellbeing and stability. 

The Later Life Family Study of 721 men and
women aged 50–70 was conducted in late 1996. The
issues examined in Institute Working Papers and 
the Winter 1997 edition of Family Matters included:
an overview of families in later life; families and

The Institute commissioned and edited a collec-
tion of essays which explored the circumstances and
challenges facing families from different cultural
backgrounds. This resulted in the book Families and
Cultural Diversity in Australia, published in 1995
by Allen and Unwin in conjunction with the Insti-
tute. Another series of essays, this time on the issue
of children’s rights and the law in Australia, was 
commissioned and published by the Institute, also 
in 1995, as Citizen Child: Australian Law and 
Children’s Rights. 

With the Commonwealth Department of Human
Services and Health and the South Australian Gov-
ernment, the Institute co-sponsored the official
national International Year of the Family Conference
in Adelaide. And in a joint project with the United



retirement; factors affecting intergenerational trans-
fers from parents to children and children to parents;
marriage relationships in later life; and aspects of
grandparenting.

Profile of Australian families

On the initiative of the Family Services Division of
the former Department of Human Services and
Health, the Institute prepared a publication profiling
Australian family characteristics in the 1990s. Aus-
tralian Family Profiles: Social and Demographic
Patterns presented statistical information on areas
including marriage, divorce, extended families, 
fertility, child care, youth, ageing, work and family
issues, incomes and families, care of the elderly and
disabled, family violence and family wellbeing. 

Parenting and children

Through Dr Harry McGurk’s close involvement with
the International Society for the Study of Behav-
ioural Development, the Institute became a partner
in a major international study of parenting. 

The Parenting-21 study was the Australian com-
ponent of the International Study of Parents,
Children and Schools. Coordinated by the School of
Family Studies at the University of Connecticut in
the United States, the study aimed to identify differ-
ences and similarities in parenting across various
western nations. Projects were undertaken in Italy,
the Netherlands, Poland, Spain, Sweden, the United
States and Australia.

The Australian component involved assessment
of the relationships between parental beliefs, ideas
and understanding about the nature of children 
and childhood, and actual child rearing practices
among Vietnamese-Australian and Anglo-Australian
families. In 1997, Parenting-21 was extended with
funding from the Commonwealth Government to
include families from the Torres Strait Islands. 

Child abuse prevention

In January 1995 the National Child Protection
Clearinghouse was transferred from the Australian
Institute of Criminology in Canberra to this Insti-
tute. The Clearinghouse had been established in
1992 to serve as a focal point for the collection, 
distribution and exchange of information about child

abuse research and programs. In addition to its infor-
mation collection and exchange functions, a
significant research component was included. 

During the next three years, as the reputation of
the Clearinghouse grew, contracts were won from the
Victorian government to evaluate child protection
programs, from the South Australian government to
model the costs to the community of child abuse and
neglect, and from the New South Wales Child Protec-
tion Council to conduct an audit of child protection
services.

Youth Suicide Prevention

Based in no small part on the success of the Clear-
inghouse, in 1997 the Institute was contracted by
the then Commonwealth Department of Health and
Family Services to undertake a three-year commu-
nications project and evaluation for the National
Youth Suicide Prevention Strategy.

The “communications” focus of the project was
achieved through a Website, nationally distributed
Bulletins, and an email list. The project also involved
the publication of two national directories of youth
suicide programs and a set of five major reports eval-
uating the Strategy.

Family law and divorce transitions

Early Institute research into the effects of divorce 
on parents and children provided the foundation for
a number of important new studies in the area of
family dissolution and reformation. 

In 1995 the Institute was commissioned by the
Commonwealth Attorney General’s Department to
conduct a baseline study to enable future analysis of
the impact of the Family Law Reform Act 1995 (Part
VII – Children) on attitudes to custody, access and
children’s rights. The Family Law Council was devel-
oping proposals to encourage cooperative parenting
arrangements for divorced couples, and sought accu-
rate information about what Australians, particularly
divorced parents, thought parents should do for their
children. The Institute’s Family Law Evaluation
Project found that, on the whole, the Australian com-
munity appeared to be attuned to the principles
underlying the proposed reforms. 

In late 1997, data collection commenced for the
Institute’s Australian Divorce Transitions Project.
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Saunders to the UK in October 2000, Principal
Research Fellow Ann Sanson, an Associate Professor
in Psychology from the University of Melbourne, was
made Acting Research Manager, and then, after a
comprehensive selection process, was appointed
Deputy Director (Research) in July 2001.

The new three-year Research Plan, approved by
the Institute’s Board of Management in March 1999,
sought to realign the Institute’s research interests
and priorities more closely with the legislative
requirement for it to promote understanding of fac-
tors affecting family stability. 

The Research Program was re-organised into
three sub-programs – – Children and Parenting,
Family and Marriage, and Family and Society –
within which all new projects have been located. A
Research Operations Unit was established to moni-
tor family trends and provide research support to
the three programs.

Children and parenting 

The Institute’s Children and Parenting Program
undertakes research projects which aim to provide
guidance on effective ways in which policy and pro-
grams can join with families to promote positive
child development and parenting. 

The study of Child Care in Cultural Context is
examining parental expectations of child care and
how closely services match parents’ cultural values
and beliefs about children and their development as
well as their care practices. The purpose of studying
these issues is to determine whether parents from
culturally and linguistically diverse families choose
child care services that are akin to the nature and
quality of care provided at home, and how children’s
development is influenced when there are substan-
tial differences across these settings. 

In 2000 the Institute became the host of the Aus-
tralian Temperament Project. The project is a large
longitudinal study of children’s development which
began in 1983 conducted in collaboration with
researchers from the University of Melbourne and
the Royal Children’s Hospital. The study investigates
pathways to psychosocial adjustment across child-
hood and adolescence, and the influence of personal,
family and environmental factors on development. 

In early 2001, the Institute was contracted by the
Department of Family and Community Services to
conduct a qualitative study focusing on child and 

The study examined the divorce transition and its
consequences for parents, and investigated the
impact of divorce on older people for whom issues of
employment, housing, superannuation and future
security are important concerns. The project was
designed to enable trend analysis by comparing
recent divorce transitions with those which took
place in the early 1980s.

A DIFFICULT YEAR 1998

Following the return of David de Vaus to La Trobe
University, Dr Trevor Batrouney, a former Assistant
Director of the Bureau of Immigration, Multicultural
and Population Research, joined the Institute as Act-
ing Research Manager in January 1998. 

On 17 April 1998, Director Harry McGurk died
suddenly in Melbourne. Two months later, on 13
June 1998, Dr Kathleen Funder, the Principal
Research Fellow in charge of the Institute’s divorce
and family law program, died after a courageous bat-
tle with cancer. During her 15 years with the
Institute, Kate had played a major role in each of the
Institute’s studies of divorce since 1983. The Aus-
tralian Divorce Transitions Project had just gone into
the field when she fell ill. 

Once again the Institute found itself without 
a Director, a Research Manager, or Principal
Researchers. The Acting Director, John Shelton, and
the Board, led by Dame Margaret Guilfoyle, set about
the process of recruiting the new staff. In the
interim, the focus of the Institute’s research program
was on fulfilling the existing research contracts and
finding suitable people in and outside the Institute to
continue the ongoing projects. 

DEVELOPMENTS 1999–2001

During the first part of this period there were signif-
icant changes in personnel and structure at the
Institute. In May 1999 Mr David Stanton, a former
First Assistant Secretary of the Family Programs
Division of the Department of Social Security, was
appointed Acting Director, and this appointment was
made permanent in November 1999. 

Between January 1999 and October 2000 Profes-
sor Peter Saunders, from the University of Sussex in
the United Kingdom, served as the Institute’s
Research Manager. Following the return of Peter
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parent perspectives of how parents’ work and family
roles are navigated. The study was based on research
conducted by United States researcher Ellen Galinsky,
and generated Australian data on questions raised
through her work. In-depth interviews were conducted
with parents and children in Melbourne. Information
from child informants was reported at the Family and 
Community Services Family and Work: Listening to
Our Children Conference in Sydney in May. 

National Child Protection Clearinghouse

In addition to its core program of producing regular
Issues Papers and Newsletters, the Clearinghouse
undertook a National Audit of Child Abuse Preven-
tion Activity in late 1999. With the cooperation of the
Australian states and territories, data from over 1800
programs across the nation were incorporated into
the “state of the nation” report on child abuse pre-
vention, describing the range and scope of child abuse
prevention activities throughout Australia. A search-
able Child Abuse Prevention Programs database, has
been mounted on the Institute’s internet site. 

In 2000, the Clearinghouse was commissioned 
by the National Council for the Prevention of Child
Abuse and Neglect to develop a National Child
Abuse Prevention Research Strategy.

The Institute has recently successfully tendered
for an extension of the National Child Protection
Clearinghouse for the Department of Family and
Community Services. 

Family and marriage 

The new focus of the Institute’s work in this area is
on how stable and well-functioning families come to
be formed, and how the break-up of families can best
be managed when they no longer function success-
fully. Most recently, attention has been directed to
analysis of broad marital and family trends, family
formation decisions and pathways, and to the early
promotion of stable and well-functioning marital
relationships.

In 1999, the Positive Marriage and Family Rela-
tionships Pilot Study was conducted to explore
marriage from the perspective of people who are in
long-term marriages. 

Linked to this project was the Marriage and Rela-
tionship Education Roundtable, co-hosted with the
Australian Catholic University, in September 1999.

In partnership with the Centre for Research in
Education, Equity and Work at the University of
South Australia, the Institute in its Typology of 

Pre-marriage Education Programs study, is gather-
ing data on the content, process and evaluation
procedures used by providers of relationship educa-
tion services in Australia. This information will allow
meaningful evaluation of the vast array of programs
through identification of a small number of key pro-
gram dimensions. The project has been funded by
the Department of Family and Community Services
as part of the federal government’s Stronger Fami-
lies and Communities Strategy.

Family law issues continue to be a core interest of
the Institute’s work. In September 2000, twenty
years after the Institute had first evaluated Family
Court processes, the Institute was commissioned by
the Family Law Pathways Advisory Group to explore
consumer perspectives on the family law system.
The Family Law Pathways and Processes Project
sought to assist the Advisory Group by providing 
an indication of Court clients’ perceptions on a range 
of issues including: accessibility and usefulness of
services; child involvement in the family law 
system; interrelationships between property divi-
sion, child support, and child contact and residence
arrangements; and other factors related to extent of
involvement with the family law system.

Family and society

This third program area focuses broadly on the rela-
tion between family change and economic, political
and social change. The program is currently con-
ducting projects on social capital, work and family
and welfare reform.

The key aim of the Families, Social Capital and
Citizenship Project is to inform the growing political
and policy concern about the erosion of community
networks and social civility, or “social capital”. One
of the key research question concerns the link
between different family arrangements and the gen-
eration of social capital. The task is to identify
conditions that underpin strong community life.

Building on the Institute’s successful 1999 Social
Capital conference, Social Capital and Public Policy
in Australia, an edited collection of essays by some
of the leading academics, policy thinkers, and com-
munity and business representatives in Australia
was released in February 2000. 

Analysis of the data from a survey of 1506 respon-
dents taken in early 2001 is underway, and will form
the basis of a series of thematic papers, linking social
capital at the family level with community, economic
and political outcomes.
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disseminate information about families to the public
and those working with families. It would serve as a
central repository of Australian family research, for
use by scholars and professionals. 

Dr Mari Davis, one of the Institute’s first
appointees in 1980, was responsible for establishing
the Institute’s information program encompassing
publishing and distribution, library services, and
database development. 

Publishing and distribution

The most visible output from a research agency is its
publications. From its inception the Institute has
had a comprehensive and vigorous publishing pro-
gram that has documented and disseminated the
results of Institute research to government, policy-
makers, researchers and other professionals, and to
the wider community.

The publishing program includes the Institute’s
flagship publication Family Matters, and a range of
titles published under the Institute imprint or in con-
junction with other organisations and commercial
publishing houses. In addition, research undertaken
by Institute staff, or by external researchers using
Institute data, is published in journals and confer-
ence proceedings, or appears in major Institute
reports.

The Institute has been an extremely active pub-
lisher, and large scale publications distribution, as
well as the use of the media to report research find-
ings, brought its research to a broad audience. Early
publishing activity included newsletters detailing
progress on the establishment and development of
the Institute, discussion papers by Institute and
external researchers on a range of family issues 
and, by 1982, the first findings of Institute research
projects. 

The first edition of Family Matters was published
in 1987. Much has changed since the early modest
editions. Initially in the style of a newsletter, the
magazine is now a major forum for publishing 
Institute research findings, as well as the research of
the wider Australian and overseas family research
community.

Family Matters is used extensively in schools and
universities, by family policy and family service 
professionals, and by the media.

Reports of some of the larger studies were pub-
lished as academic monographs while others,
including the Children in Families, Economic Con-
sequences of Marriage Breakdown, and Ethnic
Family Values studies, found commercial publishers.
In the 1990s the Institute replaced its monograph
series with more commercially oriented books under
the Institute imprint, although external publishers
continued to be sought for some titles. 

Institute-published books, edited collection, and
series publications (Research Reports, Research
Papers and Australian Family Briefings) have
enabled the Institute to release its findings quickly,
and in a variety of formats. Importantly, self-pub-
lishing enabled the Institute to control the style in
which research was presented. 

To ensure the maximum reach and widest possi-
ble readership for Institute publications, most
material published in print form is also published

The Institute was again at the forefront of debate
on welfare reform during 1999–2000. A special issue
of Family Matters (December 1999) dealing with
family policy and welfare reform was followed in July
2000 by the launch of an edited collection of essays
on welfare reform entitled Reforming the Australian
Welfare State at the Institute’s seventh Conference,
in Sydney.

In late 1999, the Institute was contracted by the
Department of Family and Community Services to
look at why children whose parents depend upon
social security benefits are themselves more likely to
end up on social security. Based on the results of this
research, a chapter about young people and depend-
ency culture was included in Reforming the
Australian Welfare State. 

The new Transition from Welfare to Work Project
will assess the relative importance of financial, social
and psychological factors in the decisions of sole
mothers about labour force participation. This issue
is of policy importance given that around one in five
families with dependent children are sole parent
families, and that sole mothers have substantially
lower rates of labour force participation than couple
mothers. 

The Institute continues its work on the interac-
tion between work and family with the Family
Friendly Work Practices Project which commenced
in late 2001.The first part of the project uses 
data from the Australian Workplace Industrial Rela-
tions Survey 1995 to analyse differences in the
availability and usage of a range of family friendly
work practices among employees working in the
same workplace and across different workplaces.
The second part of the project analyses the capacity
of welfare recipients with children to find employ-
ment in workplaces with family friendly work
practices. 

Collaborative research

A renewed focus on collaborative research has seen
the Institute become more actively engaged with 
the broader research and policy community. The
Institute is the lead agency in a major national 
consortium put together to develop a bid for the pro-
posed Longitudinal Study of Australian Children. It
is also a member of the consortium comprising the
Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social
Research (IAESR) and the Australian Council for
Educational Research which successfully tendered
for the design and implementation of the three-year
longitudinal survey on Household, Income and
Labour Dynamics in Australia. 

Future research

The Institute is currently preparing its 2002–2005
Research Plan. For a brief discussion of emerging
family research issues, see Ann Sanson’s overview on
page 61.

IINFORMATION AND DISSEMINATION

The founding Board of the Institute identified three
priority areas of work. The Institute would conduct
research on factors affecting family stability, includ-
ing analysis of government policy impacts. It would
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electronically on the Institute’s Web site. This occurs
simultaneously in the case of free publications, or
subsequent to initial publication in the case of the
subscription-based Family Matters.

Library services

The Institute’s library, also known as the Family
Information Centre, plays an important role in the
Institute’s dissemination of family-related informa-
tion by constituting a national information centre
on the Australian family. It is an important resource
for the wider community, and is used by government
officers, practitioners in the social service, medical
and legal fields, researchers, teachers and students,
and the media. The Library’s collection has been
developed to support both reference and research on
issues impacting on the family. 

The Family Information Centre has been at the
forefront of information technology developments.
In order to make the library’s collection widely avail-
able to clients, the catalogue is searchable on the
internet. As well, holdings of all monographs, series
publications and journals are added to the National
Bibliographic Database so that they may be accessi-
ble to over a thousand other networked Australian
libraries and their patrons. 

Over the years, the Family Information Centre
has played an increasingly important information
delivery role for the Institute as host of the National
Child Protection Clearinghouse and the Youth 
Suicide Prevention Communications Project
(1995–2000).

Australian Family & Society Abstracts

The Institute’s Australian Family & Society
Abstracts (AF&SA) project began in 1983 with the
aim of providing Australia-wide and international
access to information and research on Australian
family issues. The database is a computer-based
index to the research, policy and practice literature
about Australian families and the social issues that
impact on them. 

The database covers the literature from 1980 to
the present, with approximately 3000 new docu-
ments being added each year. Publications indexed
in the database are drawn from a wide range of social
science disciplines including sociology, psychology,
demography, health sciences, education, economics,
law, history, and social work. 

The AF&SA database became available online in
September 1984, and is now accessible on two Web-
based online services and a number of CD-ROMS.
The companion Family Thesaurus was developed to
monitor changes in terminology in family studies
and to provide subject access to the literature
recorded in the database. AF&SA is now an estab-
lished information service in the social sciences and
one of a number of national bibliographic databases
which together provide access to Australia’s research
literature. 

Internet project

Since its establishment in 1996, the Institute’s Web
site has become an increasingly important method of
reporting on its programs and activities, of dissemi-
nating information from its databases, publications

and resource collections, and promoting the devel-
opment of networks with other individuals and
organisations concerned with family research and
policy. 

The potential of the Internet as a means of com-
municating the Institute’s research is very exciting.
Already, it has enabled broad distribution of Institute
publications, new research, accessibility to out of
print publications, and online access to library cata-
logues and resources. 

A SIGNIFICANT CONTRIBUTION

Throughout its life the Institute has sought to 
present the diversity and complexity of family rela-
tionships to an audience seeking to understand and
navigate through a continually changing landscape.
It has sought to identify and chart what is happening
to families and why, and the associated policy impli-
cations. Through its research and information
dissemination programs the Institute has informed
public and government discussion of family wellbe-
ing and the development of family policy and
programs.

In 2001 “family” is an increasingly important 
perspective from which policy is analysed across the
whole policy spectrum. Thus when government
floats ideas about aged care, the question of how
such policies are likely to affect the families of 
aged people is asked. When the Australian Defence 
Force moves its operational units to the north of
Australia, the impact on the families moved from
Victoria to Darwin is a major concern. When
changes to workplace relations legislation are 
proposed, the family-friendliness of the new arrange-
ments are vigorously debated. Across the states and
federally, governments have come to realise that it is
families who sustain and nurture the individuals
within them and the communities of which they are
a part.

The tangible legacy of the Institute’s first twenty-
one years is the body of work produced during that
time. This can readily be seen in the recently pub-
lished Australian Institute of Family Studies:
Collected Works 1980–2001, a volume which lists
more than 2000 citations. 

Less tangible but no less important is how 
the Institute’s work has changed the way Australians
perceive and understand family and family
processes. The Institute has made a significant con-
tribution to public and policy understanding of the
changing nature of Australian families. Born out of
concern for the future of Australian families, the
Australian Institute of Family Studies has high-
lighted the strength, resilience and adaptability of
families, and tirelessly promoted the fact that fami-
lies matter.

Catherine Rosenbrock is the Acting Manager, Strategy 
and Communications, at the Australian Institute of Family
Studies. 
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assistance in the preparation of this article. 
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those amendments was the last minute inclusion of a body
whose role was to monitor and advise on the effects of the Act
– the Institute of Family Studies. 

At  9.52pm on 27 November 1974, the last hour of debate on
the Bill in the Senate, Attorney General Lionel Murphy tabled an
amendment for a new clause, Clause
91a, establishing an Institute of Family
Studies. There was no discussion of the
clause, which passed without debate
(Daily Hansard, Senate, 27 November
1974, p. 2883). Exactly one hour later,
Senator Murphy made his Third Reading
Speech on the Family Law Bill 1974, as
amended by the 139 amendments
passed in the final three days of debate. The Bill was passed 49
to 7, and referred to the House. The final paragraph of Senator
Murphy’s speech reads:

“In the Bill there are provisions for an ongoing examination by
the Family Law Council and also a provision for an Institute of
Family Studies to study the problems of the family.In this way
the provisions of the Bill,if it becomes law,will be subjected to
a rigorous examination in the light of experience and I trust
this will overcome some of the reservations which have been
expressed by honourable senators opposite. Again I thank all
honourable senators for accepting the Bill.” (Daily Hansard,
Senate, 27 November 1974, p.2894) 

At 10.31pm on 28 November, the last sitting day of 1974, the
Bill was introduced to the House of Representatives. Following
some tidying up, the Institute was now referred to at Clause
95. In concluding his Second Reading Speech on the Bill, the
Prime Minister, Gough Whitlam MP, said:

“Finally, I would like to make a special mention of two provi-
sions that have been inserted into the Bill to create a Family
Law Council and an Institute for Family Studies ...The Institute
for Family Studies is to conduct research into factors affecting
marital and family stability in Australia, with the object of
promoting and protecting the family in Australia. There has
been little research in this field to date in Australia, and this
specialised research is much needed.” (Daily Hansard, House
of Representatives, 28 November 1974, p.4323)

DEBATE AND AMENDMENTS
Through February and April 1975 the debate continued in the
House and in Committee. All parties having decided to give their
members a free vote on the issue, more than half the members
of the House exercised their right to speak in the debate. Only
three mentioned the proposed Institute of Family Studies.

“I support strongly the establishment of an Institute for Family
Studies,provided that it operates in a way which promotes a real
study of how the family unit may be strengthened.That ought to
be its principle objective.”(Philip Ruddock,MP,Member for Par-
ramatta, Daily Hansard, House of Representatives, 28 February
1975,p.912)

The Family Law Act 1975 came about largely out of recognition
that family structures were changing and the law as it stood was
failing to address the needs of very large numbers of families
affected by family breakdown. On 7 December 1971 the Senate
referred to the Senate Standing Committee on Legal and 
Constitutional Affairs for enquiry and report “The law and
administration of divorce, custody and family matters with 
particular regard to oppressive costs, delays, indignities and
other injustices”. Between March and October 1972, the Com-
mittee took written submissions and oral evidence from over
300 interested parties. The Committee tabled an interim report
on 31 October 1972.

Attorney-General Senator Lionel Murphy introduced the
Family Law Bill 1973 on 13 December 1973. An amended bill,
the Family Law Bill 1974, was introduced on 3 April 1974. On 8
April 1974, the Senate Standing Committee on Legal and Con-
stitutional Affairs reference was broadened to include
consideration of the clauses of the Family Law Bill 1974. Four
days later both houses of Parliament were dissolved, and an
election called for 18 May 1974.

Following the re-election of the Whitlam Labor Government,
the Committee was re-established on 16 August 1974, and on
24 September 1974 it submitted an Interim Report to the Sen-
ate (Senate Standing Committee on Constitutional and Legal
Affairs, Interim Report on the Law and Administration of Divorce
and Related Matters and the Clauses of the Family Law Bill 1974,
Parliamentary Paper No. 134 of 1974). The Committee’s Final

Report was submitted on 15 October 1974.
The Bill was reintroduced in the Senate on
19 November 1974 and was continued in
Committee on 21, 26 and 27 November. 

The Bill made provisions for family coun-
selling services, and a Family Law Council to
advise the Attorney-General concerning the
working of the Act and other family law leg-
islation, the working of legal aid in relation

to family law, and “any other matter relating to family law.” A late
amendment to the Bill made provision for the establishment of
a Family Court. But the Bill made no mention of an Institute of
Family Studies.

Debate on the Family Law Bill was intense. More than half the
members of both Houses contributed, and the Bill was almost
defeated in each House over the issue of how long a couple had
to be separated before a divorce could be granted. Some mem-
bers expressed concerns that the Bill would lead to a “divorce
culture”, and a further erosion of the family. Others argued that
making divorce less difficult and costly would not hasten family
breakdown but enable people to finalise already “broken” rela-
tionships. Among supporters and opponents of the Bill, there
were grave concerns about the future of the family. 

During the course of the debate a number of amendments
were made to try and allay the fears of a great many members
that the Act would undermine the stability of the family. Among
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“The formation of an Institute for Family Studies will promote
the identification and understanding of factors affecting mar-
ital and family stability.These are positive measures aimed at
preserving marriage not just as a legal entity but as a func-
tional unit of society.”

(John Hyde, Member for Moore, Daily Hansard, House of Rep-
resentatives, 28 February 1975, p.917)

“The proposal to establish an Institute for Family Studies for
research is a useful one. I do not think anyone would oppose
these proposals.” (Malcolm Fraser, MP, Leader of the Opposi-
tion, Member for Wannon, Daily Hansard, House of
Representatives, 28 February 1975, p.954)

And none did.
The haste with which the Institute was included in the legis-

lation actually delayed its establishment. S116 of the Family
Law Act 1975 was so poorly drafted as to make establishment of
the proposed Institute impossible. Establishment came after the
Family Law Amendment Act 1979, repealed S.116 and inserted

Part XIVA – which spelled out in detail the functions and 
structure of the Institute. The Bill passed into legislation on 5
April 1979. 

Subsequent amendments to the Family Law Act, introduced
through the Statute Law (Miscellaneous Provisions) (No. 1) Act
1986, (No. 76 of 1986) saw the name of the Institute amended
to include the word “Australian” and the establishment of the
Institute as a body corporate, with control and responsibilities
for its own financial affairs. 

Provision was made for the Attorney-General (later amended
by the Family Law Amendment Act 1989 (No. 182 of 1989) to
Minister) to request the Board to arrange for the Institute to
engage in a particular activity (whether research or otherwise) in
relation to a particular matter that is within the functions of the
Institute, and after consultation with the Board, to specify the
priority to be given such requests. Any requests of this nature
were to be reported in the Annual Report. There have been
minor changes since 1986, none of which has altered the role
and functions of the Institute. 

Family Law Act 1975
Act No. 53 of 1975 as amended

Part XIVA—The Australian Institute of Family Studies
114A Interpretation

In this Part, unless the contrary intention appears:
Board means the Board of Management of the Institute.
Director means the Director of the Institute.
Institute means the Australian Institute of Family Studies established by this Part.
member means a member of the Board, and includes the Director.

114B Establishment of Institute 

(1) There is established by this Part an Institute by the name of the Australian Institute of Family Studies.
(2) The functions of the Institute are: 
(a) to promote, by the conduct, encouragement and co-ordination of research and other appropriate means, the identification of, and develop-

ment of understanding of, the factors affecting marital and family stability in Australia, with the object of promoting the protection of the
family as the natural and fundamental group unit in society; and 

(b) to advise and assist the Minister in relation to the making of grants, and with the approval of the Minister to make grants, out of moneys
available under appropriations made by the Parliament, for purposes related to the functions of the Institute and the supervising of the
employment of grants so made.

(3) The Minister may:
(a) request the Board to arrange for the Institute to engage in a particular activity (whether research or otherwise) in relation to a particular 

matter that is within the functions of the Institute; and 
(b) after consultation with the Board, specify the priority that is to be given to the activity. 
(4) Each report on the Institute under section 9 of the Commonwealth Authorities and Companies Act 1997 must specify any requests made by

the Minister under this section in the year to which the report relates, the priorities accorded to the matters to which the requests relate and
the progress made by the Institute in that year in giving effect to any requests made by the Minister under this section in that year or a 
previous year.

EXTRACT OF THE FAMILY LAW ACT 1975 relevant to the establishment of the Institute

The Institute’s Family Information Centre



many projects will benefit from
cross-fertilisation. 
Further, the trend towards collabora-

tive research with others outside the Institute,
already underway in projects such as the House-
hold Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia
(HILDA) Survey, the Longitudinal Survey of Aus-
tralian Children (LSAC), and the Multiple and
Changeable Childcare (MCC) project, is likely to
blossom further. 

The established Institute practice of augmenting
its core funded research with contract work has
served it well in the past and is likely to continue
into the future, with the continuing caveat that con-
tract research should fit closely with the Institute’s
own research agenda. 

Broadly speaking, the Institute’s mandate is to
conduct and disseminate research which enhances
the capacity of “the family” to support the individ-
ual and collective wellbeing of its members so as to
allow them to be healthy and productive members
of society. Future research will address challenges
posed to the achievement of these goals, consider-
ing the family within an ecological framework
where intra-family processes as well as community
and cultural levels of influence operate and can pro-
mote or threaten resilience. 

Three broad and overlapping thematic areas
where research data will need to inform policy and
practice are diversity, change, and the interactions
of family with work and community.

Diversity  
Diversity is a dominant characteristic of Australian
families in the 21st century. It represents both a key
strength of our society, and a challenge  to policy.
For instance, important research questions revolve
around diversity of family forms, of cultural back-
ground, and of migration experiences.

• Family forms: A number of “new” family types are
becoming more prevalent and/or prominent. For
example, the functioning and needs of same sex
couples with or without children, families formed
through reproductive technologies, and lone par-
ents and their children will need continuing
investigation. At the same time, the relatively high
rates of divorce/separation and repartnering after
divorce mean that “second families” are common.
Optimal ways of supporting such families will 
continue to be an important focus for research.

T he Australian Institute of Family
Studies has started the new mil-
lennium with a broad array of

ongoing research projects across its three research
streams (Children and Parenting, Family and Mar-
riage, Family and Society) and with some major
research initiatives. 

Where will Institute research head in the longer-
term? What might be the research road ahead?
Crystal-ball gazing is a tricky pursuit, and the
research plan for the next three years is still under
development. Nonetheless, we can predict with
some confidence the principles and processes
which will underlie the selection of research topics
which the Institute should address and how it
should do so. 

For example, the development of the research
plan and specific research initiatives will continue
to involve discussion with a comprehensive range of
stakeholders across policy, practice and research
communities. A primary criterion in selecting
among options will be that the issue is of critical and
far-reaching concern for families in Australia.
Another is that the issue is on the cusp of policy
debate and development, and amenable to change
through policy initiatives. 

The Institute’s research will also continue to com-
bine policy relevance with good social science: to
found its research on an understanding of the latest
theoretical positions and to use cutting-edge method-
ological rigour in addressing the selected issues. 

Institute studies will remain diverse in nature,
exploiting the complementary strengths of smaller-
scale in-depth studies, large-scale surveys, and
secondary data sources. To tap social trends over
time, individual and family trajectories and path-
ways, and stability and change, we will have a
continuing need for longitudinal data. To under-
stand subtle intra-family and developmental
processes, fine-grained data collection and analysis
will also be a necessity.

As the importance of “joined-up” approaches to
both policy and service-delivery gains increasing
recognition, the research community is also recog-
nising the need for cross-disciplinary partnerships
to address the complex research questions that face
us. The broad range of disciplinary expertise con-
tained among Institute researchers places us in a
good position to address these complex questions.
This implies that, while we retain the three-stream
structure established in 1999, we can expect that
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• Indigenous families: Two hundred years after
white colonisation, the research community can
not claim a distinguished record of working 
with Indigenous communities to help resolve the 
multiple problems facing them (see, for example,
G. Davidson, A. Sanson and H. Gridley, “Aus-
tralian psychology and Australia’s Indigenous
people: Existing and emerging narratives”, Aus-
tralian Psychologist, vol. 36, pp. 92-99, 2000).
Given the troubling and unacceptable statistics
on almost all indicators of health and wellbeing
among Indigenous families, family researchers
have a responsibility to find ways to contribute
towards solutions. As a starting point, research
will need to be based upon a spirit of partnership
and mutual respect if it is to hope to be useful. 

• Culturally diverse families: As Australia contin-
ues to include people from diverse backgrounds,
the evidence base for ensuring that their needs
during and after settlement are best met will
need to expand. For example, how should 
differing culturally-based perspectives on child-
rearing and family roles and responsibilities be
reflected at a policy level? What is the impact on
immigrant and refugee families and their 
members of the experience of deprivation, dis-
crimination and violence, and how best can we
support their recovery? How do strong commu-
nities characterised by both diversity and
cohesiveness come to be formed and sustained?

Change 

Change is ever-present and often stressful. 

• In the family context, the nature of changes and
transitions such as relationship-formation, the
birth of first and later children, family separa-
tion, family re-formation, and children leaving
home has potential short- and long-term impact
on the lives of family members, and those 
affecting children are of particular concern. 
The Institute has a history of contributing to
informed debate on family law issues in particu-
lar. The recently released report Out of the 
Maze: Pathways to the Future for Families
Experiencing Separation (Family Law Pathways
Advisory Group 2001 recommends various
strategies to facilitate smoother pathways
through the legal system surrounding relation-
ship dissolution, in order to minimise conflict
and help families meet new responsibilities and
commitments. Many aspects of child support
payments and of contact between non-resident
parents and their children remain matters of
debate, especially in the context of many fathers’
increasing commitment to the parenting role.
Evaluations of the effectiveness of current prac-
tice and future initiatives will continue to be
needed to inform policy. 

• Changing family demographics (fertility rates,
family size, and the ageing population): The
declining birth rate, entailing smaller-sized 

completed families, older parents and increasing
numbers of couples without children, are major
social phenomena whose consequences for chil-
dren, for parents, for family life and for society
need unpacking. Further, our understanding of
why women end up having fewer children than
they earlier intended is incomplete. In the con-
text of an ageing population, this issue has
enormous policy implications.

• From a societal perspective, one of the many
changes confronting us is the rapid expansion in
information technology which is increasingly
pervading family life. These new technologies
can change the way that families interact with
one another and with the world. They have pos-
itive potential for both education and service
delivery for parents, but may also have deleteri-
ous consequences for family functioning.
Monitoring and understanding how families
adopt and adapt to these technologies will an
important issue for the future. 

• More broadly, as outlined in the Institute’ Brief-
ing Paper No. 5, (February 1999), Peter Saunders
identified a core area of family research as being
the relations between family change and changes
in the economic subsystem (for example, in the
labour market), political subsystem (for exam-
ple, changes to state welfare) and community
subsystem (for example, in the crime rate). This
remains true today.

Work and community 

As it becomes the norm for parents to combine par-
enting and paid work, there needs to be in place
structures and supports that allow parents to man-
age their multiple roles, and that optimise the
quality of family life and children’s development.

While some of the basic questions regarding non-
parental child care have now been well researched,
there are gaps in knowledge about others, one
example being the effects of informal care provided
by neighbours, relatives and baby-sitters. 

As the nature of work changes, research around
“family-friendly” workplaces will also need to
evolve further.

There is also increasing interest in the capacity
of communities to enhance the wellbeing and
resilience of their members, but understanding of
the necessary characteristics of such communities
and the processes by which they support families is
still sketchy.

T his brief glimpse into the future does not pretend
to be comprehensive or definitive. As the Insti-

tute proceeds with its research planning for the
next triennium, it welcomes input from readers
about issues they believe should be placed high in
the family research agenda.

Ann Sanson is the Deputy Director (Research) of the Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies. She can be contacted at
the Institute on (02) 9214 7888. 



The Institute has reached a wide audience
over the years through its programs of 
conferences, seminars and workshops

Over 21 years researchers have presented
Institute findings at a wide varity of 
conferences and book launches
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cent in the 1996 census, down from more than 99 per
cent in the early 1970s (ABS 1998; Sarantakos 1996). 

The increasing prevalence of cohabitation has been
accompanied by an increase in the proportion of children
who are born outside marriage, from around 5 per cent in
the early 1960s to 29 per cent in 1999 (ABS 1997a; ABS
2000). Consistent with this rise in cohabitation, paternity
is increasingly likely to be acknowledged on the birth cer-
tificates of babies born outside marriage – from 57 per
cent in 1979 to 88 per cent in 1999 (ABS 2000). 

However, broad statistics on pre-marital cohabitation
and ex-nuptial births do not provide information about
when people enter cohabiting relationships, how long
cohabitation lasts, and how it ends.

This article focuses on the first unions of women born
in different years. It looks at how the first union of these
women started (whether it began with cohabitation or
marriage) and how old they were when they entered
their first union. The proportions of women born in 
different years who had a child within four years of the
start of their first union are also examined. 

ver the last few decades, family formation pat-
terns have changed considerably in Australia
and other western countries. Although the
majority of people still get married, marriage
rates have declined. Those who now enter

into marriage do so later in life, often having lived in a
sexual union with their partner before marrying. 

In this paper, the term “married” refers to partners
living in a sexual union that has been formalised through
a legal process involving a ceremony. The terms “cohab-
iting”or “de facto” unions are used interchangeably to
refer to partners living in a sexual union without being
married to one another. “Partner” refers to a married or
a cohabiting spouse/partner. 

Between 1975 and 2000, the median ages at first mar-
riage increased from 23.4 years to 28.5 years for men,
and from 21.0 years to 26.7 years for women. During the
same period, the proportion of men and women who
cohabited before they married increased from 16 per
cent to 71 per cent (ABS 2001). Nevertheless, most cou-
ples who live together are married to each other – 90 per

OO
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Over the last few decades, family formation patterns have

changed considerably. Increasing numbers of couples are

cohabiting, although the majority still eventually marry.

A study conducted by the Australian Institute of Family

Studies highlights the changing trends in relationship 

formation and subsequent pathways.
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Life course survey

Patterns of family formation were examined in the Aus-
tralian Life Course Survey, conducted by the Australian
Institute of Family Studies in 1996. This study was
based on telephone interviews with a nationally repre-
sentative sample of nearly 2700 respondents (around
1150 men and 1540 women) aged 25 to 70 years.
Respondents provided a history of the pathways they
had taken in family formation, beginning with the first
time they had lived with a partner (here referred to as
the “first relationship” or “first union”). This history
included the dates of any periods of cohabitation, mar-
riage, birth of children, and separation. In this study it
was left to the respondents to define the start of their liv-
ing-together relationship. 

For simplicity, the present analysis focuses on the
reports of women. Given the relatively small number of
women in the sample who reported the birth of a child
outside cohabitation or marriage (35 women), the dif-
ferent pathways followed by this group were not

assessed. In order to identify changes in family forma-
tion trends, the final sample was divided into four
groups: women born between 1967-1971, 1962-1966,
1957-1961, and 1952-1956. 

The oldest and youngest groups had grown up in peri-
ods markedly different from each other. The youngest
group of women, born in 1967-1971, typically began
their first relationship in late 1980s to early 1990s. First
relationships for the second youngest women, born in
1962-1966, mostly occurred in the mid 1980s. First rela-
tionships of the other two groups, born in 1957-1961
and 1951-1956, typically occurred in the late 1970s to
early 1980s, and in the mid to late 1970s respectively. 

The decline in the manufacturing industry beginning
in the late seventies led to a dramatic fall in the avail-
ability of permanent full-time jobs for early school
leavers. The restructuring of the economy resulted in
the increased demand for a skilled workforce and an
increasing number of young people participating in fur-
ther education after completing high school. As a result,
young adults have increasingly remained financially
dependent on their parents, regardless of their living
arrangements (McDonald 1998). While continued par-
ticipation in education and the increasing prevalence of
pre-marital cohabitation have often been cited as rea-
sons for the increase in age at marriage (for example,
ABS 1997b, 2001), little is known about whether or not
cohabiting relationships have also been delayed. 

Pathways to family formation
Four sets of analysis were conducted: (a) the timing of
the first living-together relationship; (b) whether a part-
nership started with marriage or cohabitation – how this
has changed; (c) what happens after cohabitation – pro-
portion who marry or separate within four years and who
have a child within four years; and (d) what happens
after marriage – proportion who separate or have a child.

Timing of the first relationship
The timing of the first union was similar for the two old-
est groups. They tended to enter their first union at an
earlier age compared with the two youngest groups. For
example, 59 to 63 per cent in the oldest two groups had
entered their first union by age 22, compared with 45 to
51 per cent of the youngest two groups. However, by age
27, most women had started their first union. (Some
women in the youngest group were under the age of 27
at the time of the survey.)

Cohabitation or marriage?
Figure 1 (a–d) shows the changing trends in the way
women enter relationships: the more recently born the
respondents, the more likely they were to start with
cohabitation. For instance, by the time they were 25
years old, women in the youngest group were more than
twice as likely as the oldest group to have started their
union with cohabitation rather than with marriage. The
exact opposite pattern is evident for the oldest age
group: by age 25, these women were more than twice as
likely as the youngest age group to have begun their first
union with marriage rather than cohabitation. 



Cumulative proportion of women who had entered their first relationhip (by cohabitation vs marriage) 
when they were 16-27 years old, by birth cohort
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people: de Vaus (1997a) found that only 30 per cent of
people in their 20s disapproved of having children with-
out marrying compared with 75 per cent of those aged 60
to 69 years and 82 per cent of those aged 70 years or older. 

Married women’s pathways
Compared with women who began their relationship
with cohabitation, those who married at the outset were
less likely to have separated and more likely to have had
a child. No more than 8 per cent in the three oldest
groups indicated that they had separated within four
years of their marriage, while 62 to 67 per cent had
given birth to a child within this period. Only a small
number of women in the youngest group began their
first living-together relationship with marriage, so trends
for this group are not discussed. 

While there was little difference in the proportion of
women in the three oldest groups who had given birth to
a child within four years of marriage  further analysis
indicated that childbearing for younger women
occurred later: within the first two years of marriage, 43
per cent in the oldest group compared to 25 per cent 
in the youngest of these three groups had given birth to
a child.

What does “cohabitation” mean today?
The circumstances surrounding cohabitation can be
diverse. Couples may decide to cohabit early in their
relationship when first “going steady”, or they may
embark on cohabitation as a trial marriage or for 

How cohabitation ends

For most couples, cohabitation was a temporary situa-
tion, ending in either separation or marriage. Figure 2
follows the pathways of couples who began their rela-
tionship with cohabitation. The figure indicates the
proportions who had separated or married within four
years of the start of this relationship. 

It appears that marriage following cohabitation still
remains a common pathway, but has become less so in
recent times. Within four years from the start of their
cohabiting relationship, around two-thirds of the oldest
group and around one-third of the youngest group had
married. On the other hand, separation following 
cohabitation is becoming more common. Within four
years, separation had occurred for less than 10 per cent
in the oldest group and around 33 per cent in the
youngest group. Overall, marriage and separation
seemed equally likely to occur among the youngest
women, whereas marriage was more common than 
separation for the oldest women. 

Ex-nuptial births
Consistent with Australian Bureau of Statistics data, the
Institute’s Australian Life Course Survey data suggest
that having children outside marriage is increasing but
still applies to a minority. Within four years of cohabita-
tion, around one in five of the youngest group and only
one in ten of the oldest group gave birth to a child while
cohabiting. These trends appear to coincide with the
growing acceptance of ex-nuptial births among young
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Women who entered first relationship by 
cohabitation: percentage who separated, 
married or were still cohabiting within four years
of relationship, by birth cohort
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practical reasons after having decided to marry. Others
may opt for cohabitation, expecting to marry if and
when they want to have children, while other commit-
ted cohabiting couples may view marriage as redundant.
Still others may decide to cohabit in an attempt to avoid
all commitment – a “no strings attached” strategy. Some
partners in couples may agree about the meaning of
cohabitation, while others may hold quite different
views, and the meaning for each partner may change
during the course of cohabitation

The present analysis suggests that the meaning of
cohabitation may have changed. Cohabitation was pre-
dominantly a prelude to marriage for women born in the
early 1950s and appears to have become progressively
less so for younger generations. By contrast, childbear-
ing while cohabiting was more prevalent for the
youngest group.

At the same time, the chances of cohabitation ending
in separation rather than marriage have increased in
more recent times. Possibly, young couples today may
be more likely to cohabit at an earlier stage in their 
relationship, when “going steady”, rather than when
considering marriage. Alternatively, young couples may
now embark on cohabitation as a “trial marriage” but
hold higher expectations about having their needs ful-
filled in the relationship and be more prepared to
separate if their needs are not met. 

Implications
These various trends in cohabitation have important
implications for the legal process that some separating
couples may need to follow. While increasing numbers
of cohabiting couples are having children outside of
marriage, those who separate may face greater difficul-
ties than divorcing couples in resolving any disputes
about property distribution and the sharing of parenting
responsibilities. This is because cohabiting couples with
property and children must resolve any disputes about
these matters through two courts – property-related
issues are dealt with by State courts and State legisla-
tion, while parenting issues are dealt with by the

(Federal) Family Court of Australia (except in Western
Australia, which has its own Family Court). 

This “dual track” system for cohabiting couples can
be expensive, time consuming, and frustrating for each
partner during a period when breaking up itself may be
highly stressful. Furthermore, little is known about how
partners perceive any legal implications that might arise
should they separate. Indeed, there is much to be
learned about the consequences of separation for cohab-
iting couples, any children they have had, and their
extended families.

The results also have important implications for rela-
tionship education and marriage preparation courses.
These courses need to be sufficiently flexible to take
into account different needs of couples who are cohabit-
ing for different reasons (for example, as a “trial
marriage” or replacement for marriage), and the differ-
ent relationship experiences of cohabiting and
non-cohabiting couples who are preparing for marriage.

Cohabitation is not only more likely to end in separa-
tion than in the past, it is also occurring later in life.
Such delayed and disrupted relationships can have a
profound impact on the chances of having children (Qu,
Weston and Kilmartin 2000), further highlighting the
need to improve our understanding of some of the com-
plexities surrounding cohabitation.

References
ABS (1997a), Australian Demographic Trends, Australian Bureau

of Statistics, Catalogue No. 3102.0, Canberra.
ABS (1997b), Social Trends, Australian Bureau of Statistics,

Catalogue No. 4102.0, Canberra.
ABS (1998), Social Trends, Australian Bureau of Statistics,

Catalogue No. 4102.0, Canberra.
ABS (2000), Births, Australia 1999, Australian Bureau of Statistics,

Catalogue No. 3310.0, Canberra.
ABS (2001), Marriages and Divorces, Australia 2000, Australian

Bureau of Statistics, Catalogue No. 3310.0, Canberra.
Carmichael, G. (1995), “Consensual partnering in the more devel-

oped countries: an overview”, Journal of the Australian
Population Association, vol. 12, pp. 51-86.

Carmichael, G. (1998), “Consensual partnering in Australia: a
review and 1991 census profile”, Journal of the Australia
Population Association, vol. 15, pp. 131-154.

de Vaus, D. (1997a), “Family values in the nineties”, Family
Matters, no 48, pp. 5-10.

de Vaus, D. (1997b), “Divorce”, in D. de Vaus and I. Wolcott (eds)
Australian Family Profiles, Australian Institute of Family
Studies, Melbourne.

Glezer, H. (1993), “Pathways to family formation”, Family Matters,
no. 34, pp. 16-20.

McDonald, P. (1998), “New relationships and new families: implica-
tions for statistical definitions”, Proceedings of Siena Group 
for Social Statistics Meeting, Sydney, 7-9 December, vol. 1, 
pp. 125–136.

Qu, L., Weston, R. & Kilmartin, C. (2000), “Effects of changing per-
sonal relationships on decisions about having children”, Family
Matters, no. 57, pp. 14–19.

Sarantakos, S. (1984), Living together in Australia, Longman
Cheshire, Melbourne.

Sarantakos, S. (1996), Modern Families, Macmillan Education
Australia, Melbourne.

Lixia Qu is a Senior Research Officer responsible for family
trends analysis at the Australian Institute of Family Studies. Ruth
Weston is a Principal Research Fellow and Head of the Institute’s
Family and Marriage Program. The authors acknowledge the ear-
lier input of Helen Glezer.

Figure 2

0

20

40

60

80

100

CohabitatingMarriedSeparated

1952-561957-611962-661967-71

Pathway:

Year of birth

Pe
r c

en
t



Family Matters No.60 Spring/Summer 2001 Australian Institute of Family Studies 80

Making maMaking ma



rriages lastrriages last

findings, these and other authors
(Karney and Bradbury 1995)
comment that researchers are yet

to develop an integrated understanding of marital
relationships, because few studies test hypotheses
specifically derived from 
a particular theory, and
the focus has tended to be
on predicting outcomes
rather than understanding
processes (Karney and
Bradbury 1995). Further-
more, the knowledge we
do have primarily applies
to the relationships of rel-
atively young couples at a
certain point in time, usu-
ally within the first decade
of the marriage (Gottman
and Notarius 2000; Shar-
lin et al. 2000). 

Despite the relative
absence of theory in many studies of marriage,
some researchers have formulated explanatory
frameworks that provide the means by which the
longitudinal changes in marital relationships can be
measured and explained.

Process theories of marriage
How does marital happiness or satisfaction change
over time? The answer depends on how the meas-
ures of marital satisfaction have been obtained. A
U-shaped pattern of early decline followed by a lev-
elling out during the parenting years and an
improvement when children leave home has been
the generally accepted pattern among many writers
in the field of marriage and relationship research for
quite some time (Van Laningham, Johnson and
Amato 2001). 

However, other patterns of marital happiness
have been found wherein continuous declines, 
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lthough marriage rates
are declining, marriage
and children (not neces-
sarily concurrently) seem still to be part of
the long-term outlook of the majority of

young Australians (McCabe and Cummins 1998).
However, unlike many of the baby boom generation,
the events of marrying and having children for young
couples today are not likely to occur until their late
20s or early 30s (ABS 2000). As reassuring as it is to
know that young people intend to enter some form of
couple relationships at some point in their life, the
rate of dissolution of current relationships, both in
Australia and around the world, is a primary source
of concern. In response to estimates and analyses of
the emotional, financial and social costs of marriage
breakdown, politicians and practitioners are exam-
ining a wide range of ways to reduce marriage
breakdown and promote strong couple relationships.

A great deal of couples research is concerned
with predicting relationship breakdown by compar-
ing those who have separated/divorced with intact
couples, but few comprehensive theories exist to
explain the different marital outcomes. Increasingly
researchers have been turning to older married 
couples to understand how to help couples stay
together longer. These studies have pursued a range
of questions. Are there particular characteristics or
attributes of individuals and couples in long-lasting
marriages that contribute to their “success”? Are
there things that they do differently? What can be
learned from couples in enduring relationships that
can help young couples create similarly strong and
binding marriages? 

Theory and research in marital quality
In the 1990s a wide range of topics related to 
marital satisfaction was covered by researchers
(Bradbury, Fincham and Beach 2000). Notwith-
standing that diversity and the intrinsic value of the

AA R O B Y N  PA R K E R

Why do some marriages dissolve in a relatively short space of time, while others 

go on for as long as 75 years or more, still vibrant happy relationships enjoyed by

both partners? This article examines theoretical explanations of how marriages 

“succeed” or “fail” and reviews three studies that have gone to the source and asked

long-married couples how they explain the longevity of their marriage.



tension in the marriage. Physiological readings are taken
(heart rate, galvanic skin response), behavioural
responses coded (facial expressions, gestures, reactions),
questionnaires completed and interviews conducted.
The couples also rate their own and their partner’s emo-
tions during the conversation. Trained raters then code
the recorded conversation for a range of emotions such
as disgust, contempt, belligerence, and validation. These
measures are then correlated with the questionnaire
and interview data to uncover the “hidden emotional
dynamics” of the relationship (Gottman 1994: 26).

Based on his research, Gottman (1994: 28) con-
cludes that a “lasting marriage results from a
couple’s ability to resolve the conflicts that are
inevitable in any relationship”. The key lies in the
balance between positive and negative behaviours;
marital stability is stronger when the ratio of 
positive to negative behaviours is or exceeds
5:1. Those where
negativity prevails
are more likely to be
unhappy marriages
in which separation
and/or divorce are or
have been considered
(Gottman 1993; Lin-
d a h l ,  M a l i k  a n d
Bradbury 1997). 

While not all nega-
tive behaviours lead
directly to marital dis-
tress and dissolution,
four behaviours, which
Got tman  ca l l s  the
“Four Horsemen of the
Apocalypse”, have been
identified as critical in
the process by which a
marriage can, over time,
move towards dissatis-
faction and dissolution. Criticism tends to lead to
contempt, which in turn leads to defensiveness and
finally stonewalling (withdrawal). 

Gottman’s research has also found evidence for a
process of change in spouses’ perceptions of their 
relationship that results in a “distance and isola-
tion” cascade. When a spouse perceives their
partner’s negativity to be overwhelming, unexpected
and/or intense to the point where they will do anything
to stop the behaviour, a perceptual shift occurs in
which the feelings of love, respect and safety are
replaced by feelings of hurt, sadness and being threat-
ened, fearful and angry. Once this perceptual shift has
occurred it can be very difficult to view the marriage in
any other light, and the likelihood of maladaptive attri-
butions that confirm a negative view of the reasons
underlying other behaviours is increased.

As noted by Lindahl et al. (1997), Gottman’s cascade
theory draws attention particularly to the ways in
which marital quality and stability can be eroded. A
rather more comprehensive theory put forward by Kar-
ney and Bradbury (1995) incorporates personality,
family background variables and life events into an
integrated framework that allows for the processes
underlying marital change to be even more clearly
revealed and examined.

continuous increases, and relatively little change across
the life span have been reported. Support for the U-
shaped curve tends to come from cross-sectional
research (Karney and Bradbury 1997; Orbuch et al.
1996), although contradictory results are to be found
among such studies, and cohort differences may explain
any observed differences. Linear trends have been
found via longitudinal analyses, but these studies may
be exposing period effects rather than actual develop-
mental changes. The issue is further complicated if
satisfaction is reported retrospectively. Findings based
on retrospective reports of satisfaction tend in general
to be viewed with caution, although Mackey and
O’Brien (1995) point out that retrospective reports may
be more accurate because the distance afforded by time
provides a more balanced perspective. 

Notwithstanding these measurement issues, since
there are few studies following couples over periods of
more than ten years, a clearer understanding of the
trajectory of marital happiness for marriages lasting
longer than twenty years or so is yet to be determined
(Van Laningham et al. 2001). 

As with cross-sectional studies, the outcomes of lon-
gitudinal research have also been inconsistent, perhaps
due in part to patterns of change over time being esti-
mated by techniques that cannot take into account the
extent and rate of individual change (Karney and Brad-
bury 1997). Two individuals may report similar levels of
satisfaction at a particular point in time even though
their experience of their relationships up to that point
may be vastly different. They are likely to have had con-
trasting levels of satisfaction at the beginning of their
respective relationships, and periods of decline and/or
increase in satisfaction across any given life stage may
have been gradual for one individual and rapid for the
other. Researchers are now using statistical techniques
that take those individual variations into account, but it
will naturally take time to obtain the data necessary to
draw conclusions on the trajectories of satisfaction over
extended periods.

Cascade theory of marital dissolution

Gottman’s (1993) process theory of a cascade towards
marital dissatisfaction and dissolution incorporates both
behavioural and social exchange theories. Gottman
noted that the collection of factors blamed for the sharp
increase in rates of marital failure (easier divorce laws,
women’s financial independence) do not offer explana-
tions for why some marriages last and others are
dissolved. In contrast to some popular “theories” of rela-
tionships found on the self-help shelves of bookshops,
Gottman’s theory is based on scientific research with
many hundreds of couples over many years. 

A core focus of the cascade theory is conflict, long
considered to have only a negative impact on a marriage.
In the laboratory, couples participate in intensive exper-
imental studies over about twenty hours, during which
they are videotaped discussing an issue that is creating
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Chains do not hold a marriage together. It is threads, hundreds of tiny threads which sew people
together through the years.That is what makes a marriage last – more than passion or even sex!

– Simone Signoret



They also examined four contemporary theories of
relationships and identified certain elements that pro-
vide the foundations for an integrated theoretical
framework. For instance: attachment theory specifies
certain personality characteristics that, brought to 
the relationship by each partner, will contribute to its
functioning; crisis theory suggests that events such as

Vulnerability-Stress-Adaptation model
In a landmark paper, Karney and Bradbury (1995)
advanced a theoretical framework to explain changes
in marital quality and stability across time and across
couples. From their review of over one hundred longi-
tudinal studies of marriages they identified some
general themes that could provide the basis for under-
standing how and why marriages go on or go wrong. 

the transition to parenthood or the experience of unem-
ployment will have an impact on marital quality; social
exchange theory focuses attention on evaluations of the
costs and benefits of the current relationship and avail-
able alternatives; and behavioural theory points to the
importance of couple interaction and how they cope
with relational issues, conflicts and transitions.

Three classes of variables were combined in a single
framework through which changes in marital satisfac-
tion and stability change over time can be thoroughly
explored. The three key elements of their theory are
outlined below, and their relationship to marital quality
and stability represented in Figure 1.

Enduring vulnerabilities encompass the individual
strengths and weaknesses each spouse brings to the
relationship. These stable characteristics can include
their personality, beliefs and attitudes about marriage,
their family and social background.

Stressful life events include incidents, transitions, or
circumstances encountered by the couple that impinge
on their relationship and create tension or stress. 

Adaptive processes comprise the ways in which 
a couple addresses conflict, how they communicate,

how they support
each other and the
ways in which they
think about mar-
riage, their spouse
and their spouse’s
behaviour. 

T h e  w a y s  i n
which couples deal
with the life events
they encounter are
the key contributors
to a couple’s percep-
tions of the quality
of their marriage.
The couple’s adap-

tive processes are a product of the interaction between
each individual spouse’s “enduring vulnerabilities” 
and the type and severity of the “life events” they
encounter. Thus satisfaction may be relatively high 
for a couple that has few enduring vulnerabilities and
poor adaptive processes if those qualities are tested
infrequently. 

A vulnerability-stress-adaptation model of marriage (Karney and Bradbury 1995).
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Figure 1

Enduring vulnerabilities

Adaptive process

Stressfull events

Marital quality Marital stability

Marriage hath in it less of beauty, but more of safety, than the single life; it hath not more
ease, but less danger; it is more merry and more sad; it is fuller of sorrows and fuller of joys;
it lies under more burdens, but is supported by all the strengths of love and charity; and
those burdens are delightful. – Jeremy Taylor



participation for women, and shifts in the perceptions of
previously accepted roles and social institutions such as
marriage. The spouses in marriages that survived those
shifting social foundations tended to see the changes as
developmental rather than destructive, and were able to
actively adjust to changes that impacted on the founda-
tions on which the marriage was originally based.

Ability to live with the unchangeable
There was among the couples an acceptance from the
outset that their marriage was, and was always going to
be, far from perfect and that not every difference or dif-
ficulty needed to be resolved or solved – that some
things could just be let be (p283). They didn’t focus on
the negatives, but concentrated on strengthening what
they had in common so that those strengths lay at the
centre of the marriage. They found ways to work
around the things they decided they couldn’t change or
didn’t want to expend the energy settling “once and for
all” (p283) so that they could enjoy other benefits of
the relationship. 

“Single people think all long-married people are
cowards.” (Divorced man, mid-thirties: pxi)

These comments led Klagsbrun to investigate just how
and why many couples create and maintain happy,
thriving long lasting marriages. She interviewed 87
middle class couples in marriages that had lasted at
least fifteen years, since at that time in the United
States marriages that had lasted that long (particularly
when they had begun in an era of massive social
change) were less likely to break up. 

From her analysis Klagsbrun extracted eight charac-
teristics of couples in long lasting marriages:

Ability to change and adapt to change 
The couples interviewed had maintained their marriage
amid unprecedented social change and uncertainty. They
had to deal with instability sparked by social changes
such as greater access to education and work force 
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On the other hand, repeated or chronic exposure to
stressful events may test even those marriages where
the spouses are normally well equipped in terms of
their individual capacities to cope and the couple’s pat-
terns of interaction. Their accrued experience in
dealing with difficult or stressful circumstances will
alter spouses’ perceptions of the quality of their rela-
tionship and vice-versa: satisfaction with the marriage
is likely to lead to more positive interactions and
behaviours, while engaging in positive interactions and

behaviour are likely to enhance marital satisfaction
and perceptions of quality. Ultimately, repeated fail-
ures of adaptation will undermine the stability of the
marriage, while successful adaptation will strengthen
or maintain the relationship and reduce the chances of
eventual dissolution of the marriage.

While it has been realised that “learning from suc-
cess” requires attending to the characteristics and
behaviours of those couples who have managed to 
maintain a long lasting, functional marriage (Sharlin,
Kaslow and Hammerschmidt 2000) relatively few stud-
ies have explicitly set out to uncover the “secrets” of
long-lasting marital success. Turning to couples in long-
term marriages for guidance requires an assumption
that whatever it is that has allowed them to last so long
actually can be identified (Kaslow and Robison 1996). 

There must also be some expectation that their
“wisdom” can be transferred in some way to the cur-
rent generation of married and marrying couples.
Given that the current cohort of young married couples
are operating within a very different social and cultural
milieu to that of couples who have been married for
three or more decades, it remains to be seen whether
the “wisdom” of those who have created and main-
tained long-lasting marriages can be transferred across
generations. 

Studies of long-lasting marriages
Several in-depth studies of long-married couples have
been conducted, predominantly in the United States.
Two such studies are outlined below, along with the 
study of long-term marrieds, the Marital Perspectives
Study (previously reported in Family Matters No 55),
conducted by the Australian Institute of Family Stud-
ies. The collective findings of these three studies
underline the active nature of the process of creating
and maintaining a satisfying marriage over long peri-
ods.

Staying together in the age of divorce
The research findings of F. Klagsbrun are reported in
her book, Married People: Staying Together in the Age
of Divorce (Bantam Books, Toronto, 1985).

“How have you managed to stay married for so
long? (almost 30 years) . . . Maybe if I knew I
wouldn’t be so leery of marriage myself.” (Single
woman, late 20s: pxi)
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Keep your eyes wide open before marriage, and half-shut afterwards.
– Benjamin Franklin



Assumption of permanence
Among the spouses there was an attitude that the mar-
riage must last because, as imperfect as it might have
been, it was important to the couple (not to their
Church or their family). In this sense the spouses were
committed to “the marriage” as well as each other and
were prepared to make concessions in order to protect
and nurture the relationship. The energy devoted to
honouring their commitment ebbed and flowed
between the spouses: it was not always distributed
equally in both partners, nor was the same partner the
“keeper” of the commitment at all times. What they
knew was that time was on their side – that although
there could be a distance between them and their part-
ner, in time the closeness would return. The longer
lasting of the marriages were also supported by a belief
in the institution of marriage that remained unshaken
through times of social upheaval and the advent of eas-
ier access to divorce. For these couples marriage,
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distributed between spouses but that over time a balance
that nurtured the marriage was found. As Klagsbrun
notes, the importance attached to egalitarianism in all
aspects of marriage in recent decades seems to have
(erroneously) given rise to the assumption that economic
egalitarianism will beget emotional egalitarianism. Among
the spouses Klagsbrun interviewed who were in solid, high
quality marriages the extent to which the marriage could
be described as traditional was irrelevant. What was crit-
ical was the nature of their attachment – while clearly
spouses needed and depended on each other they were
also capable of surviving as individuals. They chose not to.

Enjoyment of each other
The spouses in happier long-term marriages shared val-
ues (if not interests) but did not necessarily agree on
everything. They enjoyed spending time together but
did not see spending time apart as detracting from the
relationship. Where their interests diverged they
treated those differences with respect and accommo-
dated them by organising their lives so that both could
participate in their individual pursuits, and negotiated
a balance between sharing in their partner’s activities
and participating in their own. Significantly, when they
did spend time together, they were fully engaged in
their interactions with each other.

Cherished, shared history
Each couple valued their story, their joint history. Their
past was viewed as significant and with affection, and the
sense of connection it provided helped them to hold the
relationship together when it was tested by events in the
present. Looking back over shared experiences provided
a temporal context for changes in the past that have
occurred in ways that reinforced the knowledge that the
marriage has and still can improve with time.

Luck
All couples agreed, in marriage, as in life, a little luck can
make a big difference. Luck in finding a partner who
grows with you; luck in finding the opportunity and 
support to break free of the shackles of an unfortunate 
or unstable background; luck in avoiding some of 
life’s unexpected and potentially devastating events. But 
the couples in happy long lasting marriages who 
felt they had been lucky in surviving so long were 
also those who, while acknowledging the hard times,

gave greater weight to the positive aspects of their 
marriage. In Klagsbrun’s words, they “grabbed luck by
the tail and … twisted it to their own purposes”. (p296)

One of Klagsbrun’s more telling comments is that
long-lasting marriages that are satisfying are much
more complex than those that can be called “survivor
marriages”, in which the partners are resigned to 
staying together. The happier couples she interviewed
have remained together both “because of” the emo-
tional benefits they gained through their marriage, and
“in spite of” the stresses and strains they may have
experienced (p. 279). 

despite the constraints it places upon individuals, was
perceived as a haven rather than a prison.

Trust
Often raised by couples, trust remained the constant
among the ups and downs of marriage, underpinning
the sense of the marriage as a sanctuary and their
commitment to, and expectation of, fidelity. It was the
basis upon which couples developed their unique pat-
terns of interaction and kind of intimacy. For those in
long lasting and satisfactory marriages, trust was
clearly the linchpin of the relationship.

Balance of dependencies (power)
Traditional marriages are often perceived to be one-sided
affairs in which one spouse, usually the wife, is completely
dependent on the husband. However couples, even those
described as strongly traditional, reported that there were
high levels of mutual dependence in their relationship
that did not compromise their sense of individuality. They
acknowledged that dependence was rarely evenly 

It is easy to understand love at first sight,but how do we explain love after two people
have been looking at each other for years? – Anon



marriage. In order of frequency of endorsement the
factors are: trust (82 per cent); loving relationship (81
per cent); willingness to compromise (80 per cent);
mutual respect (72 per cent); need for each other (70
per cent); compatibility (66 per cent); children (57 per
cent); and good communication (53 per cent).

Sense of humour was commonly added to the list,
and spouses had high levels of agreement on issues
such as finances, leisure, religion, careers, goals, house-
work, sex and couple time. Couples believed strongly in
fidelity and in marriage as a long term commitment and
sacred obligation.

It is not necessary to have all of the above attributes,
but it appears that having at least half of them goes a long
way towards achieving a long-lasting and satisfying mar-
riage. Couples who remained married, albeit unhappily,
tended to be motivated by a sense of duty and/or a lack of
alternatives. They had poor communication, did not love
or respect their spouses, and would not compromise or
make sacrifices. But after several decades together they
had reconciled themselves to the relationship as it was
and channelled their energies in other directions.

Additional comments in both questionnaires and
interviews highlighted the belief that being happily mar-
ried for so long requires that spouses are willing to put
their partner before themselves. Where both spouses
were prepared to give way to their partner or make sac-
rifices, or where the balance was at least acceptable to
both partners, then marital satisfaction was not under-
mined. Where that willingness was absent all that
prevented the marriage from dissolving completely
were the bonds of obligation or the shortage of other
options. Financial constraints had also kept some men
and women in an unhappy marriage but for many their
shared history and mutual dependence (and the safety
they provide) helped to stave off a divorce. 

The extent to which the social and cultural environ-
ment impacted on marital outcomes was highlighted by
the frequency with which two major historical events

There is also an air of intentionality underlying the
eight qualities of long-married couples described
above, a sense that those couples whose marriages had
lasted realised that responsibility for the outcome of
the marriage was at least to some degree in their own
hands. Their marriages survive because for them,
remaining in the marriage was the happiest choice they
could make (p. xvi).

Marriages that last a lifetime
The research findings of F. Alford-Cooper are reported
in her book, For Keeps: Marriages That Last a Lifetime
(M.E. Sharpe, New York, 1998).

Unlike other studies of long-marrieds, Alford-Cooper
specifically set out to determine what couples who had
been married more than fifty years could contribute to
our understanding of why marriages last. Like many
young couples, she hoped to find “a recipe” or “the keys”
to long-lasting marriages. And as many couples have
found, Alford-Cooper came to realise that there are
many ways to stay married and that long-term stability
doesn’t necessarily equate with long-term happiness. 

“For Keeps” is an unusually large survey sample of 576
couples married at least fifty years, sixty of whom were
also interviewed extensively. Respondents lived in Long
Island, New York. Alford-Cooper took a lifespan approach,
combining quantitative and qualitative methods to gather

a vast amount of information about key stages in the cou-
ples’ lives – meeting and marrying, having children,
middle life and later life. Using questionnaires she gath-
ered data on the standard list of demographic variables as
well as a range of marital dimensions including happiness
and intimacy, changes in the marriage, and the factors
they thought helped to explain their marital longevity. In
interviews she obtained the couples’ life stories – their
families of origin, how they met, the ups and downs they
had experienced, their theories on how they managed to
stay married. She also asked the interviewees their views
on the younger generation and the advice they would give
to young marrying couples.

Over half (56 per cent) of the spouses were very hap-
pily married and a further 37 per cent reported being
happily married. Almost all (99 per cent) reported that
when they married they thought it would last, but they
had no other specific expectations of marriage. Love had
kept many couples together, but unhappy couples had
remained bonded through their children. Significantly,
although 21 per cent of all spouses had at some time con-
templated the failure of the marriage, couples had been
imbued with the belief that divorce was socially unac-
ceptable, even if they had possessed the economic
resources or work experience that would have enabled
them to support themselves and perhaps their children
outside the marriage. And unlike their own children, the
norms and values of the times were such that they knew
they could expect no support from their parents should
they attempt to leave the marriage.

Respondents were asked to indicate which of eight
positive factors accounted for the longevity of their
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More marriages might survive if the partners realised that sometimes the better comes after the worse.
– Doug Larson



appeared in the couples’ life stories. Respondents
would often comment on how growing up through the
Depression and World War II impacted on their married
lives. These periods shaped their beliefs and values and
provided a reference point for other major events in
their lives together. That divorce was an unacceptable
solution was a strongly held belief and, should such a
course of action be attempted, they were unlikely to
find any support among family members. And at a fun-
damental level, the knowledge that being able to
support themselves or their children would be very dif-
f icult because access to education and work,
particularly for women, was severely limited through-
out this era reduced the likelihood that respondents
would or could leave a marriage.

When it came to the keys to a happy and long lasting
marriage, spouses made five suggestions: (1) choose a
spouse with similar values and background to reduce
the potential for disagreements; (2) take the time to
allow psychological intimacy to grow; (3) commit to the
marriage and make it work, don’t expect perfection and
don’t expect to be able to change your partner once you
are married, kindness and consideration make a more
solid foundation for marriage than looks or possessions;
(4) be honest but diplomatic – happier couples fight
fairly; and (5) be prepared to compromise – in a happy

marriage the give and take will eventually balance out.
Alford-Cooper’s study illustrates the degree to which

spouses’ socialisation and their family background
shaped their attitudes about marriage. As she points
out, in facilitating a more divorce-tolerant social envi-
ronment the older couples have also influenced the
meaning of marriage and the attitudes of their children
and grandchildren towards marriage as an institution.
Whereas the older spouses defined marriage in terms of
life-long commitment, younger couples see marriage as
potentially a transient experience. This fundamental
difference, along with other socio-cultural and eco-
nomic changes, means that trying to apply their wisdom
to younger generations will always be complicated.

Marital perspectives
The studies described above obtained their data via
questionnaires and interviews with individuals and
couples. A focus groups approach is another effective
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method of gathering large amounts of data on a partic-
ular topic and can cover a wide range of issues. Groups
can be conducted with varying degrees of structure in
which discussion may be restricted to a greater or
lesser degree to specific questions or more broadly-
stated issues, or allowed to flow relatively freely around
the main topic of interest.

In 1999 the Australian Institute of Family Studies
conducted the Marital Perspectives Study (Parker,
2000) – a small qualitative study of people who had
been married or remarried for relatively long periods,
or in long-term de facto or otherwise committed rela-
tionships. Discussions focused on the meanings
respondents attached to marriage, how marriage has
changed, and how young married couples can be sup-
ported. Each focus group was recorded and transcribed
and the discussions analysed for themes.

Twelve men (average age 52 years) and eighteen
women (average age 48 years) participated. The men
had been married or in their current relationship an
average of twenty-seven years and the women twenty-
one years. They were a reasonably well-educated sample,
although their incomes varied across all categories.

“What does marriage mean to you?”
Each group discussion commenced with this general
question. Responses were generally consistent with the
other studies outlined in this article. Emotions featured
most strongly, with companionship and commitment
the most common terms specifically mentioned. Two
dimensions emerged. The first related to the sense of
“couple-ness” or couple identity, involving doing things
together, sharing, teamwork, joint decision-making; and
the second related to characteristics of a good partner -
tolerance, support, communication. Support for mar-
riage as an institution, its symbolism, social context,
and place in the life course also featured. For many

respondents there had been no question about getting
married – marriage and children were seen as a natural
step in the life course and “the traditional thing to do”.

“Did you know what you were getting into, what to expect, when 
you got married?”
Participants could be distinguished by their expectations
of married life: those who had no idea what to expect and
simply “fell” into marriage, and those who had known
exactly what they were doing. It would appear that the
older participants didn’t really analyse their decision to
marry: “It just sort of happened” (male, married 30
years). Essentially the only preparation they had for
marriage was the certainty of their belief in marriage as
a commitment for life. Those with clear expectations
were younger. Marriage for them had so far held no sur-
prises, and they could be quite matter-of-fact about the
experience: “I just expected to get on with the person I’d
chosen to live with” (woman, married ten years).

Broadly speaking the older participants recalled hav-
ing little idea of what marriage held in store for them. But

Success in marriage is more than finding the right person. It’s becoming the right person.
– Anon
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and the best environment in which to raise children.
Whether because, or in spite, of their own experiences,
participants firmly believed that seeing strong marital
relationships is necessary for young people to learn how
to develop their own strong marital relationships.

“Making marriage last” involved actively learning
about and accepting their spouse’s idiosyncrasies, con-
sciously adapting to changes in themselves, each other
and their circumstances. They were prepared to
weather the storms because they had committed to the
marriage for life, and they understood the relationship
would be stronger for having survived difficult times.
Change was expected and accommodated. 

Comment on methodology

The studies of long-married couples described above
have, in common with much of the research on rela-
tionships, several methodological problems, not least of
which is the lack of randomness and the predominance
of middle-class respondents. Much of the data collected
is by nature retrospective and as such is subject to a
tendency to report information that is consistent with
the current situation – why would someone stay in a
relationship that they report as being unsatisfactory?
However, the authors of the above studies found little
reason to suspect such biases, and the accuracy of rec-
ollection can be considered less important than the
meaning attached to the information (Mackey and
O’Brien 1995; Alford-Cooper 1998). 

Summary
The conclusions drawn on the basis of both theoretical
and largely exploratory studies of marital processes
place commitment, communication and conflict man-
agement firmly at the heart of a “successful” marriage.
Commitment comprises love, trust, and mutual respect,
which are manifest in patterns of communication that
are largely positive (Gottman’s ratio of 5:1) and that
demonstrate the extent to which the marriage can be
perceived as a place of sanctuary and comfort, and
where conflict is contained and dealt with in the spirit of
compromise and respect (Karney and Bradbury’s adap-
tive processes). A recipe for marital success? Maybe.

in terms of their ideas about how husbands and wives
behaved, they appeared to have had clear expectations
based on the role models provided by their parents.
However, difficulties arose when it became apparent that
those role models were not appropriate for their own
marital relationship. In order to make the marriage work
new roles were negotiated in response to the changes in
their work and family circumstances, and their growth
as individuals. The power of marital role models was fur-
ther highlighted by those who recalled rejecting much of
the role modelling they had observed.

“What are your thoughts on young people’s attitudes towards marriage
and relationships?”
Young couples were seen as being more open and better
prepared for marriage than the participants felt they
had been, but there were also concerns that while
younger people have a far more realistic view of mar-
riage their expectations of marriage and of their
marriage partner are too high. The belief that one per-
son would be able to meet their every need forever was
cause for particular concern: “I think you’re expecting
too much of one other person. You need your own
resources . . . but you need that stable base to return
to” (woman, married 44 years).

Young people are often portrayed as lacking commit-
ment to marriage, however the heart of the issue for
participants was that young people appear not to realise
that difficult periods often pass with time and that a
marriage was often made stronger when couples worked
through and survived the inevitable difficult times –
views supported by evidence cited in Waite and Gal-
lagher (2000). The very different social and economic
climate in which young people are marrying was clearly
acknowledged. There was indeed a deep sense of sad-
ness in some respondents that the struggle to maintain
a balance between work and family life combined with
the wariness of marriage arising out of two decades of
widespread divorce had led to “a great deal of insecurity
in relationships these days” (woman, married 44 years).

“So why are you still [largely] happily married or partnered?”
Participants attributed their ability to maintain a long
lasting, satisfying relationship to several causes. Friend-
ship and genuine liking of one’s spouse were seen as
essential to creating and maintaining the marriage,
helped along by a little luck in finding a mate with whom
they shared values, beliefs and the capacity to grow and
adapt to changes in themselves as individuals and to the
changing circumstances of the marriage. Seeing mar-
riage and children as integral to a fulfilling life and having
access to a support network that included extended fam-
ily contributed to their marital and family stability. 

Participants talked about their commitment to their
partner and to the marriage and their identity as a couple.
At the same time, they actively worked on negotiating
each partner’s need for independence without compro-
mising the bond between them. They also reported being
prepared to work through difficulties “regardless of how
painful it is”, as well as valuing marriage as an institution
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Marriage is a wonderful invention; but then again so is a bicycle repair kit.
– Billy Connolly



Cross-cultural studies suggest the universal nature of
these characteristics (Sharlin et al. 2000).

In spite of the simplicity implied by the three themes
consistently arising from studies of long-term marriages,
creating and sustaining a marriage, of any duration, is a
far more complicated process. Other characteristics of
long-married couples were identified: the intentional
nature of their behaviour in adapting to and accommo-
dating growth and change; their acceptance of
imperfection and respect for differences; their focus on
strengthening and nurturing the positives in the mar-
riage and commitment to working through difficult and
trying periods; their sense of identity as a couple and
realisation that dependency and interdependency do not

have to mean the loss of
either spouse’s individual-
ity; their acceptance that
commitment means expe-
riencing some periods of
unhappiness in the knowl-
edge that weathering the
hard times will strengthen
the relationship; and their
enjoyment of each other
and their lasting friendship. 

The question remains
whether the foundations on
which those marriages
were constructed can use-
fully be offered as a guide

for those embarking on or already in relatively new mar-
riages. The couples who contributed to the studies of
long-lasting marriages were formed at a time in which,
where marriage was concerned, there was a great deal
less complexity than exists for the current generation of
marrying couples. Marriage was an expected and
accepted part of the process of becoming an adult, and
clearly defined and accepted roles, supported at a socie-
tal level, would have helped reduce some of the strain
evident in many younger marriages. Even within the
context of limited alternatives, couples often stayed mar-
ried because not only was their spouse important to
them, so too was the institution of marriage and they had
grown up believing in its value and permanence. Amid
the uncertainties of the Depression and World War II and
the social upheaval of the 1960s, marriage offered secu-
rity and a safe haven, and for many couples their beliefs
were such that for them there simply were no alterna-
tives – even after divorce became more easily available. 

The key appears to be that, for older couples, mar-
riage has been the constant amid great social change;
for young people change itself is one of life’s few 
constants. Respondents in the Institute’s Marital Per-
spectives Study readily acknowledged the difficulties
faced by young couples in balancing work and family
life and creating stable families in times where there is
great uncertainty – and one of the greatest uncertain-
ties for young people is marriage. Two decades of
divorce has instilled in young people a wariness of mar-
riage. As pointed out by some participants, with large
numbers experiencing the breakup of their parent’s
marriage, many young people have had little exposure
to positive marital role models. The effect for many is
that, when their own relationships become troubled,
they often lack a referent to help them decide on a con-
structive course of action. 

Turning to older married couples for ways to support
and enrich younger marriages has highlighted the
influence of prevailing values and beliefs on shaping
marriages, the important role parents have to play in
modelling functional marital values and behaviours,
and that sustaining a happy marriage is an active and
intentional process. It would seem sensible then that
efforts to promote strong marriages should focus as
much on improving existing marriages as promoting
strong future marriages. In taking steps to enhance
existing relationships the chances that future couples
will themselves create strong and long-lasting mar-
riages may be increased. 
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History engenders a sense of conti-
nuity, of collegiality, of one’s place,
however temporary. This is espe-

cially important in an institution such as a court which
ultimately depends for its acceptance in society upon a
tradition built up over time rather than upon individu-
als or isolated events. In addition, a history of the

Family Court validates the
remarkable efforts of its pio-
neers, who found themselves
caught up in difficulties over
which they had little control.
And so while it has been said
that history is but the record 
of the victor, the matters
recounted here are really the
record of a survivor.

Before 1900
Any understanding of the
lively events in Australia in the
first half of the 1970s involves
a brief excursion into the polit-
ical, social and legal history of
the preceding century.

Over the centuries leading 
up to 1857 the ecclesiastical
courts in England had acquired
complete jurisdiction over
matrimonial causes, but for
relevant purposes its jurisdic-
tion was confined to decrees of
nullity (although the grounds
were expansive) and what we
would now call a decree of 
judicial separation. There was
no provision in canon law for
divorce because that was
regarded as contrary to Christ-
ian doctrine. Divorce could
only be obtained by a private
Act of parliament – an exclu-

sive and very expensive process. In his great work on
marriage and divorce in Australia, Percy Joske (1969)
said that “obtaining a divorce by  parliamentary
process was a luxury which only the extremely rich

wenty-five years is not in
itself a significant time in
terms of the history of
courts: the High Court of Australia moves
towards its centenary (1903); the Supreme

Court of New South Wales moves towards its bicente-
nary (1814 if one measures it from the Second Charter 
o f  Jus t ice) .  But  the  25th
anniversary is an event of great
significance to the Family
Court of Australia – a Court
which was conceived almost as
an afterthought, had a difficult
gestation and birth, and sur-
vived a troubled infancy.

I have been surprised over
the years by the apparent lack
of knowledge of the history of
the Family Court by those who
express views about it, and in
particular about its origins and
early years. For those associ-
ated with the Court in those
early years vivid memories
remain, but in those turbulent
times there was little opportu-
nity to chronicle them. 

“History is bunk” American
automotive pioneer Henry Ford
said in the course of giving 
evidence during a libel trial in
1919, adding that “the only 
history that is worth a tinker’s
damn is the history we make
today”. In the same vein, 19th
century  Eng l i sh  nove l i s t
George Elliot said that “the
happiest women, like the hap-
piest nations, have no history”. 

However, I prefer the views
of 16th century British philoso-
pher Francis Bacon who said
that “histories makes men wise” (and no doubt women
too), for unless we learn the lessons of history we are
destined to repeat them at great cost to ourselves and
society.
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“The law embodies the story of a

nation’s development through many

centuries, and it cannot be dealt with

as if it contained only the axioms and

corollaries of a book of mathematics.

In order to know what it is, we must

know what it has been, and what it

tends to become. We must alterna-

tively consult history and existing

theories of legislation. But the most

difficult labour will be to understand

the combination of the two into new

products at every stage. The sub-

stance of the law at any given time

pretty nearly corresponds, so far as it

goes, with what is then understood to

be convenient; but its form and

machinery, and the degree to which it

is able to work out desired results,

depend very much upon its past.”

– Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr (1881)
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could afford and even the moderately opulent had to
forego”. 

In the two centuries to 1857 there were only 250
such Acts in England of which nine were granted on
the petition of the wife. In the Australian Colonies
ecclesiastical courts did not exist. Only one petition to
parliament for divorce was ever lodged – on behalf of
the wife. The Act of divorce was passed on this petition
by the New South Wales Parliament but was not given
royal assent. 

In England, the Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857 
provided grounds upon which a decree of dissolution of
marriage could be obtained by court process. The Act
created a court for divorce and matrimonial causes to
which was also transferred the matrimonial jurisdic-
tion of the ecclesiastical courts. The grounds for
divorce were restricted, entirely fault based, and gen-
der discriminatory. The procedures remained
expensive and largely the domain of the wealthy. The
legislation also gave to the court powers in relation to
property, but the real significance of that had to await
the married women’s property reforms of 1888.

The various Colonies of Australia rapidly followed
these leads on divorce so that well before the end of 
the century each Colony had fault based divorce 
legislation and settlement of property powers, together
with the existing jurisdiction in relation to children,
whether of a marriage or not. In each of the Colonies
this jurisdiction was conferred upon the respective
Supreme Courts.

Both before and subsequent to 1857, the Colonies
had also enacted maintenance legislation. This dealt
with the maintenance of a deserted wife or children in
a non-divorce setting. That jurisdiction was exercised
by courts of petty sessions or summary jurisdiction. By
the end of the 19th century each Colony had also
enacted child protection legislation, a jurisdiction
exercised by courts of petty sessions or children’s
courts.

Thus by the time the Australian constitutional con-
ventions began, in the last decade of the 19th century,
directed towards the establishment of the nation of
Australia by an act of federation and the creation of 
a federal government, both the legislation and the 
tribunals which dealt with divorce, settlement of prop-
erty, maintenance of spouses, and the custody,

protection, and maintenance of children, were firmly
settled. The legislation was that of the respective
Colonies, and the adjudication was that of the various
Colonial courts. Ultimately, the difficult process of 
federation led to English legislation and the enactment
of the Commonwealth of Australia Constitution.

Developments during the 1900s
Put simply, the Australian Constitution empowered
the Federal Parliament to make laws in relation to a
number of subject matters delineated in section 51.
The various States retained the powers which fell out-
side that scope, and even within that area generally
continued to have their existing powers until the Com-
monwealth intruded. 

Originally the proposed Commonwealth powers
were expressed as “parental rights and the custody and
guardianship of infants”, but there was a strong view
that the powers in relation to children, other than in the
divorce setting, should remain with the States. The
belief was that this would be achieved by separating the
powers into “marriage” and “divorce” and attaching the
power relating to children only to the second of those.

However, the dichotomy proved not only unsatisfac-
tory but ineffective. The division between the
Commonwealth and the States of disputes in relation to
children depending upon whether or not there were
divorce proceedings grew increasingly impractical. In
addition, later High Court decisions established that
the marriage power was not confined to the celebration
of marriage, but included the rights, duties, and obliga-
tions arising out of or in consequence of marriage. That
is, it included custody and maintenance of children of
the marriage whether or not ancillary to divorce. The
constitution also empowered the Commonwealth to
establish the High Court and other federal courts.

It took the Federal Parliament a long time before it
exercised any of these powers other than in relation to
the High Court in 1903. This was essentially because of
the relatively weak nature of the Federal Government
in the earlier years up to at least the Depression and
World War II. In any event, for many years the govern-
ment saw no reason either to intrude into areas of
marriage or divorce, or to set up a federal structure of
courts. It was content in the former areas to allow the
State legislation to continue to operate (despite the

The 25th anniversary is an event of great significance to the Family Court
of Australia – a Court which was conceived almost as an afterthought, had
a difficult gestation and birth, and survived a troubled infancy.

A N D  I T S  E A R L Y  Y E A R S
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practising silk in family law in Victoria and a member
of the Federal Parliament. In 1957, Mr Joske intro-
duced a private members bill to achieve these reforms
but it seemed that it would suffer the delays and uncer-
tainty often associated with private bills, more
especially because of its controversial nature. In 1958,
the then Attorney General, Garfield Barwick, took over
the running of the bill (and, some would say, the kudos
subsequently associated with it). 

Despite strong opposition both within and outside
parliament, the Matrimonial Causes Act 1959 was
passed on a free or conscience vote of the parliament in
May 1959, and came into operation in February 1961. 

The Act simplified and reduced in number the 
fault grounds of divorce and, more importantly for 
the future, provided divorce on five years separation. 
It also made detailed provision relating to property,
custody and maintenance, but as ancillary to divorce.
Proceedings relating to those matters, but in a non-
divorce setting, continued under State law.

There was nothing in that legislation, or the consid-
erable debate that surrounded it, to suggest that a
federal Family Court should be established to adminis-
ter these federal laws. The State Supreme Courts were
to continue to exercise that jurisdiction.

Towards a family court: 1970–1976
The initiative for a Family Court was to wait another
decade and even then it was a last minute one. In
December 1971 the Senate referred to its Standing
Committee on Constitutional and Legal Affairs the
question of “the law and administration of divorce,
custody and family matters with particular regard 
to oppressive costs, delays, indignities and other 
injustices”. That committee made an interim report
just prior to the 1972 federal election. Thereafter, with
the change of government, the running was taken over
by Senator Murphy who had become the Attorney
General.

In December 1973 he introduced the Family Law
Bill 1973 into the Senate and it was widely circulated
among interested people and bodies for consideration
and comment. Progress was delayed by the premature
election of 1974, and the Bill was twice reintroduced,
finally to become the Family Law Bill 1974.

We should be clear about what was contained in 
this Family Law Bill as late as the second half of 1974.
It proposed twelve months separation as the only
ground of divorce. In addition, it contained detailed
provisions relating to property settlement, custody 
and maintenance. It was intended to cover the whole
field of property and maintenance of spouses and the
custody and maintenance of children of a marriage
whether or not ancillary to divorce proceedings. This
represented a major expansion of jurisdiction from the
Matrimonial Causes Act whose provisions confined
those aspects to divorce.

What is important to note for present purposes is that
the 1974 Bill made no mention of the Family Court of

continued and widening differences between the laws
and practices of the States, and despite the emphasis 
at the convention upon uniformity). In relation to the
latter, it was content to invest the established State
courts with federal jurisdiction rather than attempt to
create a federal judicial system. Its only forays into this
area were the early establishment of the bankruptcy
court and various, but unsuccessful, attempts over the
years to invest industrial courts with judicial power.

The first intervention by the Commonwealth into
divorce occurred in 1945, but for a specific and 
limited purpose. This was a provision in relation to
wartime marriages contracted by Australian women
with American servicemen stationed in Australia,
referred to by Australian soldiers as “over here, over
paid, and over sexed”. In many cases the husband
returned to America after the war, and made no
attempt to contact his Australian bride or arrange 
for her to travel to America. If the wife sought to 
free herself from this marriage by divorce she faced
extreme difficulties. The law at that time was that on
marriage the wife took the domicile of the husband,
and it was only divorces granted by the court of domi-
cile which would obtain national or international
recognition. That meant the Australian woman could
only obtain a divorce by applying in the relevant State
in the United States. There were many obvious practi-
cal difficulties to that, especially if the whereabouts of
the husband was unknown. 

In 1945 legislation was introduced by the Attorney
General, Dr Evatt, directed to overcoming this situa-
tion by allowing the divorce proceedings to be
instituted in Australia. It also dealt with an ancillary
issue of a party resident in one State of Australia and
domiciled in another State.

Separation as a ground of divorce
In this immediate postwar period there was increasing
dissatisfaction with the State based grounds of divorce.
They varied from State to State and, with one notable
exception, were entirely fault based. The Freudian
emphasis upon sexual misconduct as the main grounds
of divorce spilled over into claims for children and
property. The outcome in those matters was heavily
influenced by issues of fault.

The notable exception was that in 1939 the Western
Australian Parliament provided for the first time in Aus-
tralia a non fault based ground – namely, separation for
five years. Although the ground was heavily hedged
about with qualifications so as to be of the very limited
value in practice, it represented a significant change in
fundamental principle and set a precedent which was
heavily relied upon by those who sought to provide a
non-fault ground Australia wide.

During the early 1950s there was a significant 
movement to unify and simplify the grounds by a 
federal Act and, significantly, to introduce separation
as a ground Australia wide. This movement had as its
most significant leader Percy Joske, who was then a
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Australia. It provided that jurisdiction in relation to sum-
mary matters would continue in the State magistrates
courts and that divorce and other substantial proceed-
ings, whether ancillary to divorce or not, would continue
to be heard in the Supreme Courts of the States or in the
proposed Superior Court of Australia.

That last matter deserves attention. In December
1973 Senator Murphy introduced into the Senate the
Superior Court of Australia Bill. This proposed the
establishment of a broadly based federal court. The
proposal was defeated by the Senate in April 1974 by
27 votes to 25. The 1974 election followed shortly
after that and upon its return the Labor Government
reintroduced that legislation. However, in February
1975 the Bill was defeated in the Senate on a tied vote.
Had it passed in the Senate it would have had a safe
passage in the lower House. In 1976 the new
government introduced the Federal Court of Australia
Bill which had a much narrower focus. It was passed,
establishing the Federal Court of Australia.

It is interesting to consider what may have been the
position if the original proposals of 1974 had not been
defeated. There would have been a broadly based
Superior Court of Australia, one of the divisions of
which would have dealt with family law. My own view
is that it was unfortunate that that opportunity was
lost, and so narrowly as it turned out. 

In the meantime, in August 1974, the Senate
Committee was invited to consider the proposed
Family Law Bill. Its report was delivered in October
1974, and for the first time it proposed the
establishment of the Family Court of Australia (no
doubt against the background of the likely defeat of
the other legislation).

It is of great interest to revisit that Senate Committee
report. The relevant portion so far as the Family Court
is concerned is presented in the accompanying box 
(pp. 56-57).

In late 1974 the Family Law Bill was reintroduced
into the Senate virtually in its final form. It made pro-
vision for the establishment of the Family Court of
Australia, with the option of State Family Courts in
States that chose that course. The Bill passed through
the Senate on 27 November 1974, by the substantial
majority of forty-nine to seven. Voting was a free or
conscience vote.

The passage of the legislation through the House of
Representatives was more difficult. The Prime Minister
Mr Whitlam moved the second reading of the Bill on 28
November 1974, but various delays and the strong
opposition to the proposed single ground of divorce
meant that the legislation was not passed in the House
of Representatives until 21 May 1975, and only after a
long debate over a number of days. Again, the voting
was a conscience vote. 

Most of the debate turned on the question of twelve
months separation. Mr Ellicott, then shadow Attorney
General, moved an amendment which provided two
years separation as the ground of divorce, or one year

where the application was supported by both parties 
or “having regard to the behaviour of the parties the
marriage has in fact broken down irretrievably”. Mr
Ellicott’s amendment was defeated, by one vote (60 to
59), and legislation on this issue passed. 

The other provisions of the Bill, and in particular
the provisions relating to the establishment of the
Family Court of Australia, were passed with substantial
majorities. On 12 June 1975 the Bill received royal
assent, and on 28 August 1975 the Act was proclaimed
to come into operation on 5 January 1976.

The Family Court of Australia
But where was the Family Court of Australia? In par-
ticular, where was the money and the administrative
expertise to set up such a substantial organisation in
such a short time and by a government and a depart-
ment which had had no serious experience in court
administration? If these difficulties were not enough,
the gathering political storm clouds were placing the
Labor Government under great pressure. 

The legislation provided the option for States 
to establish State family courts to be funded by the
Federal Government. In August 1975, Western 
Australia took up that invitation, the only State to 
do so. 

In the same month, judge “designates” were
appointed – Elizabeth Evatt, Chief Judge designate, and
Austin Asche (Melbourne), John Marshall (Adelaide),
Ken Pawley (Sydney), and John Ellis (Canberra). In a
paper published in the Family Lawyer in 1986, Austin
Asche (then a Justice of the Supreme Court of the
Northern Territory and later the Chief Justice and then
Administrator of the Territory) recorded those events,
and some personal aspects of it, as follows:

It was the fate of the Family Court to come
into existence in a time of political turmoil.
Almost to the day it opened there was much
doubt that it would do so.

I was appointed a judge designate in August
1975. A judge designate is a strange beast and
there have been, fortunately, very few of the
species. He has none of the privileges, rank,
title and appurtenances of a judge but he must
cease to practice his trade as a barrister. So he
gives up the substance for the shadow. The
government of the day did what it could. 
After a month or so I and my two brethren
(Pawley and Ellis) in a like predicament were
“seconded” to some vague post in the Com-
monwealth Civil Service. 

Our duties were rather obscure but centred
around the preparation for the new court. So
for about five months, in an office which they
found for me in Queen Street, I sat and dic-
tated memoranda (some of which seem to
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T he Committee is firmly of the opinion that this Part
requires substantial redrafting to incorporate the creation
under the Bill of the Family Court of Australia, a federal

court of record, being invested with the full jurisdiction of the
Commonwealth under Section 51 of the Constitution (viz. mar-
riage, divorce and matrimonial causes) and dealing exclusively
with family law matters. It is proposed that the new court 
exercise not only the remedies in relation to matrimonial causes
now exercised in State Supreme Courts and Territory Courts 
but maintenance, custody and family property jurisdictions
presently exercised in a variety of State courts. It is recognised
that for some period the present magistrate’s jurisdiction will
need to continue in some districts, but it should be phased out
over a period.

The concept of a “family court” is well established in the
United States of America, Canada and Japan though there are
variations in the proceedings and powers. It generally involves
the creation of a special court (or division of a larger court), the
assimilation of all family matters into one court, with active
pre-divorce counselling. It is the concept of the “helping court”. . .

J u d i c i a r y

It is proposed that the Family Court of Australia consist of a two
tier body of judges, the first tier having the equivalent status of
Supreme Court or Federal Judges and the second tier having the
status equivalent to the Country Court or District Court Judges.
It would sit in all States and Territories and appeals from single
Judges would be heard by a Full Court of three judges. It is not
contemplated that the jurisdiction of each tier be rigidly defined

in the Bill but certain matters (particularly complex custody 
and property issues) would no doubt be reserved for the first
tier judges. Judges would need to travel on circuit to provide a
wide availability of the facilities of the Court. It is of the essence
of our recommendation that the Judges appointed to this court
(men and women) should be chosen for their experience and
understanding of family problems and should be drawn from
existing Judges, members of the bar and solicitors, according 
to their particular suitability. They would need to recognise 
their responsibility in developing a new type of court, acting 
with a minimum of formality, coordinating the work of 
ancillary specialists attached to the court, encouraging 
conciliation. and applying, only as a last resort, the judicial 
powers of the court.

C r e a t i o n  o f  t h e  c o u r t

The committee is concerned with the effect on the creation of
the Family Court and appointment of judges of Section 72 of 
the Commonwealth Constitution, which in general requires
judges of the Family Court created by Parliament to be
appointed for life. The Committee does not believe that it is
desirable that judges of this Court should adjudicate when of
advanced years. It accepts that judges of the “first tier”, dealing
with matters of legal substance and difficulty, should be 
federally appointed judges, but efforts should be explored to 
see whether they may be induced not to sit in this jurisdiction
after a certain age. With respect to the judges of the second 
tier (who will handle the substance of maintenance proceedings
and will travel more extensively), the Committee believes the
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and thereby saved himself the five months rent
which my pessimism cost me. (Asche 1986: 1)

Shortly after the appointment of the judges designate,
Labor lost control of the Senate, partly as a consequence
the death of a Queensland senator and his unusual
replacement. The consequence was that in October
1975 the Senate deferred consideration of the Appro-
priation Bill. That meant that the government was
denied funds to carry on the business of government.
Prior to that, a major recruitment campaign had 
begun to fill staff positions in the Court throughout
Australia; about 300 vacancies were advertised
between June and September and nearly 8000 appli-
cations were received. That ground to a halt.

On 11 November 1975 the Labor Government was
dismissed by the Governor General, Sir John Kerr. The
caretaker government of Mr Fraser undertook to make
no appointments and to initiate no new policies before
the election.

have been read by authorities) and took part
in the interviewing of various members of
staff, and generally considered the hazards of a
leap in the dark.

The Whitlam Government was tottering and a
hostile Senate was waiting eagerly for the most
politically opportune time to administer the
coup de grace. It was not the time to expect
Cabinet to direct its full attention and energy
to the implementation of the Family Law Act
1975. Much trouble flowed from that.

So the fate of the court and the Act hung in the
balance. I was deeply mistrustful, and retained
my own Owen Dixon Chambers on the basis
that there was a very real chance that I would
be back at the Bar at any moment. My friend
Pawley was more sanguine, or more coura-
geous. He gave up his chambers in August 1975;
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problem is more acute. The Committee has not conceived its
duty to be to solve this problem which is however a matter of
essential importance to the Australian Government. However
one possible solution to this problem is along the following
lines, namely that the Australian Government immediately
approach the various State Governments to seek their agree-
ment as follows:

a) That the respective State governments will appoint (as State
judges subject to retirement) such Judges of the second tier
as will operate mostly in that particular State and will make
such appointments in agreement with or on the recommen-
dation of the Australian Government.

b) That the respective State Governments create and maintain
the facilities for such parts of the Family Court operating in
that particular State, from moneys provided by the Australian
Government and subject to such reasonable conditions as
may be prescribed for attaining a minimum standard of facil-
ities for the Family Court in all States.

c) Consideration could also be given to incorporating into the
Family Court of Australia, the existing Family Court of South
Australia.

d) Until co-operation is achieved with a particular State
Government, the magistrates’ jurisdiction would need to con-
tinue in that State in a substantial way. Where a State
Government refuses to co-operate in the implementation of the
Bill, it may be necessary for all judges to be appointed by the
Australian Government, despite the difficulties outlined above.

e) The Bill would require amendment to empower agreements
and administrative arrangements to be made in accordance
with these suggestions if adopted. 

C o u r t  s t r u c t u r e

There is a need for a new start in matrimonial law and adminis-
tration in creating a new entity not interchangeable with existing
courts. The Court will require new standards and methods, 
both in its physical environment, its procedural methods and 
in its approach to marital problems. Court premises should 
be separated from existing courts, and business be conducted
in modern surroundings with small well-provided court rooms,
enabling easy dialogue between the court and the parties.
Conference rooms and other facilities and ready access to
advice, including legal aid, are essential. The careful choice of
staff and the provision of written and oral advice and assistance
must receive close attention.

It is essential that the activity of the court be seen as a “team”
operation, not in the traditional atmosphere of the judicial sepa-
ration and inflexible divisions of functions. The Family Court of
South Australia, although in its infancy, is a worthwhile example
of such a team activity. The judge should nonetheless retain his
clearly discernible role as a judge, not as a counsellor. He should
control proceedings, advance optional solutions and create the
“climate” for settlement. But if there is no settlement, the neces-
sary decrees must be judicial and must be seen to be judicial.

– Standing Committee on Constitutional and 
Legal Affairs, October 1974.
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After that election, and contrary to expectations,
Prime Minister Fraser appointed Senator Greenwood,
a vigorous opponent of the Family Law Act, as Attor-
ney General. The incoming government had made it
clear that it would implement the legislation. But –
with what enthusiasm? Before any further steps were
taken, Senator Greenwood initiated another round of
consultation with the States in the hope that some may
be induced to take up the offer of separate state courts.
Wisely, each State refused.

On 5 January 1976, Elizabeth Evatt, Austin Asche,
Ken Pawley and John Ellis were sworn in as Judges 
of the Family Court of Australia in a ceremony in Syd-
ney presided over by Justice Lionel Murphy. John
Marshall was unable to attend but was sworn in on that
day in Adelaide.

Shortly after that another dramatic event occurred,
recorded by Austin Asche in his article (1986: 2-3):
“Upon the sudden and tragic death of Ivor Greenwood,
Mr Ellicott QC became Attorney General. His work for

the Family Court has not received the credit it
deserves. He was no passionate devotee of the Act. If he
could have seen it vanish in a puff of smoke he would
have been less than disconsolate. But he had been
handed the job of making the Act work and he tackled
it manfully.” 

To put it at its mildest, when the Court opened its
doors in some (but not all) of the capital cities of 
Australia it was completely unprepared for the task.
But there was a strong feeling that the considerable
public expectations should not be disappointed. 

The rhetoric of those who had strongly supported
the legislation led to high social expectations. They
had to confront strong moral and social objections
from those sections of the community which saw
twelve months non fault based divorce as contrary to
prevailing social and moral standards. Consequently,
great emphasis was placed by its supporters on 
what was seen as the positive features of the legislation,
particularly the removal of fault. 
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have been seen to be a satisfactory solution to the over-
all issue. Tragically, the received view at the time and
for many years subsequent was that it was contrary to
the requirements of Chapter Ill of the Constitution for
the Court to delegate any of its judicial powers to its
registrars (as was common in the State courts). In
addition, there was also a generally held view that
there would be constitutional difficulties about
appointing federal magistrates. Neither of these diffi-
culties were to bedevil the Family Court of Western
Australia (see below). But they represented disabling
impediments to the work ability of the Family Court of
Australia from its inception.

As it now turns out these fears were apparently mis-
placed. The decision of the majority of the High Court
in Harris v Calladine in 1984 supported controlled
delegation. The establishment in 1999 of the Federal
Magistrates Service presupposes a confidence that 
earlier concerns about the constitutionality of 
federal magistrates consistently with Chapter III are
misplaced. It may yet remain an issue.

What an enormous difference it would have made 
to the Family Court if, from its beginnings, these
apparent obstacles had not existed. And what a pity it
is that the solution of magistrates has been introduced
in recent times through a separate organisation rather
than as an integral part of an overall family court.

Without undue formality
Section 97(3) of the Family Law Act required the
Court to proceed “without undue formality”. This 
provision, and the thinking behind it, were significant
components of the debates leading up to 1975. There
was a perception that the Supreme Courts were unduly
formal and censorious, and demonstrated a lack of
enthusiasm for family law work. A contrast is the
requirement of appointment to the Family Court (Sec-
tion 22) that such a person “by reason of training,
experience and personality . . . is a suitable person to
deal with matters of family law”.  

Thus there was an expectation that there would be
significant and positive changes in the atmosphere 
and ways in which family law matters would be dealt
with, although exactly what that was to be remained
uncertain. A difficulty is that too much informality
proves to be counter productive and it is not easy to
control the length of trials (and their costs) consis-
tently with procedural fairness.

The report of Family Law Council in the early 1980s
made clear that there were certain public expectations
in relation to the trappings and style of courts that lit-
igants saw to be important. Undue informality was not
to the liking of the public, the legal profession and the
other courts.

Then there was the matter of premises. Officers of
the Attorney General’s Department and the newly
appointed officers of the Family Court scurried around
desperately in the latter part of 1975 and early 1976
seeking almost any premises that would suffice. Names

There had been no doubt that the fault based
grounds of the past were artificial and hypocritical 
and led to much unnecessary pain, anguish and cost,
especially tied up as they were with issues of property 
and children. But the crossover to twelve months 
separation was a dramatic turnabout. In addition, 
the unanswered question was – removal of fault 
from what? – in particular, in relation to children and
property. These were not seriously addressed at the
time or in the legislation, and it has taken the 
Family Court the next 25 years to work through these
issues.

Coping with the backlog
There was a backlog of potential divorce applications.
Many preferred to wait until the Family Law Act came
into operation and then apply under the twelve months
separation ground rather than to institute proceedings
in the previous year or two on fault based grounds.
Consequently, there was an enormous upsurge in the
number of divorces filed in 1976, as is demonstrated by
the following figures:

Divorce applications
Year Filed

1973 21,308

1974 26,855

1975 28,383

1976 66,098

1977 41,303

1978 40,625

1979 36,754

In most of the registries the Family Court had the 
near fatal problem of the almost en masse transfer 
of proceedings still pending in the State Supreme
Courts. The State Courts had slowed down their 
adjudication of in particular the more difficult cases 
in anticipation, and were only too happy to transfer
them to this brand new Court. Unfortunately, the Fam-
ily Court had little option but to acquiesce in this
policy and there were no administrative arrangements
to deal with this, with the result that in some registries
files came from the Supreme Court to the Family Court
literally by the truckload. Thus, overnight the Family
Court developed a backlog from which it has never
recovered.

No serious consideration was given to how this
Court would deal with the whole of its jurisdiction Aus-
tralia wide, particularly as it took over not only the
divorce and matrimonial cause jurisdiction of the 
State Supreme Courts but also maintenance and 
custody powers for children of a marriage. 

The State magistrates courts were empowered to
hear limited classes of matter but that could never
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such as Scandia House and subsequently Temple Court
in Sydney, Dalgety House and then Marland House in
Melbourne, and Adelaide Street in Brisbane, and oth-
ers, are still recalled with dismay. 

To go on circuit meant either begging the use 
of State courts when they were not being used, or 
moving to other premises. Early records of the Court
refer to proposed premises at Rockhampton as 
follows: “The Lady Mayoress’s ante room is completely
unsuitable”.

The size of the courtrooms was part accident, part
design. There was an influential view that courtrooms
should be small and informal and that the parties
should be “up close” in the process. But in reality this
translated into crowded cubby holes with a complete
lack of dignity in cases involving high emotion.

Intentionally, the Court facilities were not custom
built but were located in commercial premises. 
Among the obvious difficulties about this was that the
lifts were available for litigants, lawyers, staff and
judges, and the general public without distinction, and
judges and staff had to walk through the daily assem-
bled crowds outside their courtrooms, wait for the door
to be opened (because it had to be kept locked) and
then repeat that process during the course of the day at
its various adjournments. When one now visits the
Court premises at Melbourne, Sydney, Brisbane,
Hobart and Parramatta it is impossible not to recall
those previous premises without considerable anguish.
(The question whether premises are now too formal
and too like courts pre-1975 is beyond the scope of this
paper.) 

The provision in the original legislation which pro-
hibited wigs and gowns was a conscious policy decision
made at that time, and initially it had the support of
members of the Court. Whether wigs and/or gowns are
important, what are the reasons for them in a court
such as this, and what the future will bring remain
matters of debate. But the reality is that by the mid-
1980s the majority of the judges in the Court wished to
take up wigs and gowns, and ultimately the legislation
was amended to achieve that.

Two other policy decisions built into the legislation
by the parliament were also to cause the Court great
anxiety in the early years. The first was the exclusion
of the public from the courts, and the second was the
prohibition of the publication of identifying material.
Both represented policy reactions to the previously
unsatisfactory position when divorce courts became
something of a spectator’s sport and where newspa-
pers regularly outdid each other in salacious and
identifying reportage of divorce proceedings.

The exclusion of the public was not only inconven-
ient in practice but also entirely unsatisfactory in
principle. As disenchantment with the Family Court
began to develop for other reasons, this was used to
describe the Court as a “star chamber” or “secret”
court, and led to one-sided reportage. Fortunately that
provision has been abandoned.

The restrictions on identifying publications remain
important, although attempts to establish a satisfactory
formula may not yet have been successful. It was really
only the media which complained about this. They
knew from the beginning that they were welcome to
describe the workings of the Court, including cases, in
non-identifying terms. But they also knew that the
attraction of such reportage depended not only upon
salacious material but also the capacity to identify real
and hopefully well known people.

Meeting high expectations
Gradually during 1976 and 1977 the number of judges
appointed to the Court increased, but never in a way
which met the overpowering demand. It should be
recorded that the judges appointed during those years
confronted an extraordinarily daunting task with the
minimum of government support and an increasingly
skeptical public. They worked in primitive conditions
and were at the same time attempting to push out the
parameters of family law and meet at least some of the
high expectations which had been generated.

The court was a victim of the publicity of its sup-
porters. Nothing was envisaged as being beyond it –
including changing human nature! It was also the 
victim of changing times. It was conceived in one era
and born in another. The early 1970s were years of
great social change and expectation. The years that
followed were much more conservative. The court was
deliberately positioned outside the court mainstream.
Within limits, there was nothing wrong with that. 
But if things went wrong, it did not have that direct
institutional support to fall back on and the differences
were seen as the cause of these difficulties. 

Two other difficulties initially faced the Court and
continued to do so for some time after 1976. The first
was the attitude of some members of other courts and
of the legal profession who saw family law and this new
Court as inferior and second rate. They saw this view
confirmed in the chaotic conditions in which the Court
operated in its early years.

The second difficulty related to the question of the
tradition of an institution such as a court. Ordinarily
courts develop over time from small and controlled
beginnings. A tradition both internal and external
takes time to develop. It cannot be obtained or devel-
oped overnight. Externally, the Family Court was a
court without a background or history, and it operated
in a difficult and emotive area. Internally, there was an
absence of peer example and previous excellence to fall
back on. With one or two exceptions, none of the
judges appointed in 1976 and 1977 had any judicial
experience. Some found the transition difficult. All
found that learning on the job in that environment and
without peers to fall back upon for advice and support
made the task immensely more difficult.

The circumstance that this was the first national
court and was operating in an area where practice and
personalities were State based meant that in the early
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– that is, people who knew about the law in their
administration. In addition, although staff numbers
were always meager, there were more indians than
chiefs. These are both concepts which I think still have
validity.

There was no thought in the early years that regis-
trars could or should perform judicial functions. Only
gradually did that change, and registrars gradually
became involved in financial inquiries, certificates 
of means and pre-trial conferences. The decision to
delegate to them judicial work was a bold move that
was upheld in Harris v Calladine in 1984. The present
situation where registrars are concerned only with
judicial matters and not involved at all with adminis-
tration is quite foreign to the anticipation in 1976 and
for some years after that.

It also needs to be remembered that the information
revolution was unheard of in 1976. There was no
email, nor were there fax and copying machines or
word processors. The typewriter and Australia Post
constituted the transmission of information. At least
this meant few memos and shorter judgments.
Libraries (except the personal libraries of individual
judges) were non-existent for many years.

On the positive side, federal funded legal aid was
generally available and consequently there were few
litigants in person. This meant that many potentially
difficult cases could be controlled in a more satisfac-
tory way and at an earlier point.

Staff worked with great enthusiasm and initiative.
Only about 100 of the 300 staff required as a bare min-
imum were on duty when the Court opened. Their only
formal training was a one-day induction (for some).

Family Court of Western Australia
In August 1975 the Western Australian government
accepted the invitation to establish a State court to be
funded by the Federal government and to be known as
the Family Court of Western Australia. No other State
followed that path and last minute attempts in January
1976 to get them to do so fell on deaf ears. 

The Family Court of Western Australia did not open
its doors until 1 June 1976, five months after the Fam-
ily Court of Australia had commenced. That was
because of the view that the four or five months from
August 1975 to January 1976 was inadequate to attend
to the administrative and other organisational steps
which had to be taken if it was to achieve a reasonable
state of readiness. In the intervening period from Jan-
uary to June 1976 the Supreme Court of Western
Australia heard old cases and cases under the new Act.
But there was a backload which was then transferred to
the Family Court.

By the time of its opening the Family Court of 
Western Australia had three judges. In 1979 magis-
trates were appointed and they performed a wide 
range of judicial functions from that time, greatly
relieving the workload of judges. As indicated earlier,
this step was unfortunately not taken in the federal

years many of the judges did not know the judges from
other States, and for a long time preferred to adhere to
the practice and ethos of their own State. This made
the establishment of uniform, federal practices and
attitudes difficult. In the early years it was essential to
have a local judge as a member of any Full Court. The
major duty of that judge was to explain to the other
two, increasingly incredulous, members the local prac-
tice and law.

Counsellors
One of the most fundamental changes brought about
by the Family Law Act was the availability of counsel-
lors within the Court both in pre- and post-litigation,
and in confidential and non-confidential circum-
stances. This was a matter much emphasised by the
proponents of the Bill who were able to contrast the
almost entire absence of any such facilities in the State
courts.

The counselling service was really the most impor-
tant and most effective reform which the Act
introduced. When the Act came into operation at 
the beginning of 1976 there was a total of six counsel-
lors. This rapidly increased over the next twelve
months to approximately fifty, but the recruitment 
of so many in such a short space of time and into a 
specialised area was difficult. In addition, there were
feelings of opposition and suspicion by the some in 
the legal profession to an entirely differently based 
discipline. 

It was interesting to watch this battle between
lawyers and counsellors. Lawyers, with their custom-
ary confidence and assertiveness, and because they
knew (or thought they knew) the rules and the coun-
sellors did not, gave the counsellors a hard time in the
early stages, routinely cross examining them about
their age, experience and note-keeping procedures.
Some counsellors found this very difficult, but others
quickly learned the rules and recognised that they
must inevitably gain the upper hand, as they did. It was
also inevitable that the Court had to support, and did,
the place in the Court and the integrity of family
reports and their methodology, and a number of early
cases emphasised this.

In addition, it should be said in a more positive 
way that lawyers began to appreciate that the social
scientists had a great deal to contribute. This would
not have worked if the counselling service had been
positioned outside the Court. (The recent decision to
“outsource” pre-court counselling is a retrograde step,
representing economic rationalism without any soul.)

Registrars and staff  
When the Family Law Act came into operation a prin-
cipal registrar was appointed together with registrars
and/or deputy registrars in the other, at least major,
registries. However, their duties then were entirely dif-
ferent from the ones now performed by registrars.
They were intended to be appointed as administrators
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sphere until 1999, and then through a separate court
structure.

Two success stories
Although the provisions relating to the establishment
of the Family Law Council and the Australian Institute
of Family Studies feature prominently in the Family
Law Act, there was little parliamentary or public dis-
cussion prior to 1976 about the purposes which they
would serve. 

The Council was probably regarded as no more than
one of those numerous government appointed advi-
sory bodies which would only exist so long as its
recommendations accorded with the policies of the
government of the time. There was little by way of
precedent for the Institute overseas and certainly none
in Australia, and so there was little understanding of
what purpose it may serve.

However, in reality both organisations have proved
to be outstanding successes. 

The Council commenced in November 1976 with
Elizabeth Evatt as the chairperson. From the beginning
it proved to be a knowledgeable and independent 
body irrespective of its changing membership over 
the years. It was author of many major reforms in 
family law, and its views on other reforms were always
of the utmost importance. In particular, the child 
support reforms of the 1980s originated in the Council,
and the Council was responsible for the first public
presentation of the child support scheme.

The Institute commenced in February 1980 under
the directorship of Dr Don Edgar. The delay in its
establishment was advantageous in that it enabled the
Institute to form some concept of its work. This was
important because outside the Institute there was little
vision about the tasks which it would perform. Was it to
be the research arm of the Family Court, or the
research arm of aspects of government policy? Very
quickly the Institute asserted its position as an 
independent research body in relation to families in
the broadest sense, and it has consistently maintained
that position.

The Institute quickly proved to be, and remains,
highly influential. Its research work has spanned the
whole range of family relationships, including its cost
of children study and its later assessment of the child
support scheme, its study of the economic conse-
quences of marital breakdown and post-divorce, and
its assessment of the reforms relating to children
which were introduced in 1995.

A further twenty-five years
It is impossible to predict the shape of the Family
Court in 25 years when it celebrates its 50th year.
Technology will dominate all aspects of courts and 
old fashioned conferences such as the Court is
presently holding will be a thing of the past, as will the
traditional oral court hearing. However, some things
will remain the same – simplified procedures Mark XX

will be put forward as the answer to all the Court’s
problems!

Human nature will not have changed, but social,
economic, educational and environmental changes 
will inevitably have an impact upon people in Australia
and the nature of their family problems. Matters 
influencing the shape of families will then include 
work equality, advanced genetics, an ageing popula-
tion, serial monogamy and serial relationships, the
necessity for pre relationship agreements, and the 
low birth rate.

There will be one federal court covering all federal
areas as part of a large trial court structure. All 
non-commercial relationship disputes relating to 
children or property will be covered by the same 
legislation and adjudicated by the same court. The
debilitating discussions of the present time about 
sexuality and relationships will be seen as an oddity of
the past. 

This court structure will give opportunity for wider
judicial experience. Exclusivity in family law (at least
in the current narrow sense) will not be seen to be in
the interests of the Court or litigants. A wider range of
jurisdiction is not inconsistent with specialised knowl-
edge in particular areas. 

After many more inquiries and draft Bills, a strict
family law and other relationship property regime –
with emphasis upon mediation and arbitration as 
the almost exclusive model – will finally come about,
society no longer being of the view that it should 
continue to afford the luxury of tailor-made individual
hearings.

Finally, again in the words of  Oliver Wendell
Holmes (1881): “The truth is, that the law is always
approaching, and never reaching consistency. It is 
forever adopting new principles from life at one end,
and it always retains old ones from history at the other,
which have not yet been absorbed or sloughed off. It
will become entirely consistent only when it ceases to
grow.” 
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Families, labour and love:
Family diversity in a changing
world, by Maureen Baker, Allen
and Unwin, Crows Nest 2001.
Price $42.95.

This discussion of family trends
in Australia, New Zealand and
Canada focuses on how these
three “settler societies”have been
shaped by colonisation, immigra-
tion, globalisation, demographic
changes and family laws and
policies.The opening chapter,
‘The personal and social worlds
of families”, provides a discussion
of the differing definitions of
“family”, and looks at the similari-
ties of the three countries with
respect to laws,languages,culture
and social policies.A chapter on
the cultural variations in families
includes an examination of the
indigenous peoples of the three
countries, and patterns of immi-
gration. Other chapters focus on:
early family life in settler societies;
conceptualising families; intimacy,
cohabitation and marriage; child-
hood reproduction and child care;
families and paid and unpaid
work; separation, divorce and
remarriage; and the regulation of
family life by the state.The final
chapter discusses the future of
families especially in relation to
personal relations, parenting,
midlife, and family life among

Youth, education and risk:
Facing the future, by Peter
Dwyer and Johanna Wyn,
Routledge Falmer, London
2001. Price $57.20.

This book examines the transition
of today’s Western youth to
adulthood, and how the social
and economic changes of the
past 20 years has affected this.
The authors quote extensively
from Australian data, as well as
research from the United King-
dom, America and Canada. Part 1
reviews recent research, policy
and practice relating to young
people aged 15–25,with a partic-
ular focus on educational issues.
Part 2 looks at young people’s
post-school transitions, and the
widening gap between education
policy and actual post-school
outcomes for young people.The
book should provide thought-
provoking reading for students
and professionals concerned
with education and training of
young people, as well as anyone
working in youth-related fields.
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Creating a safe place: Helping
children and families recover
form child sexual abuse, by the
NCH Children and Families 
Project, Jessica Kingsley,
London, 2001. Price $56.95.

This book was produced by the
Children and Families Project, a
multi-disciplinary team which 
is part of a national network of
centres run by the British charity
NCH,to offer therapeutic support
to sexually abused children and
their relatives.The service believes
that by creating a “safe place”
people can make sense of their
experiences and gain supremacy
over them.The aims of the serv-
ice are threefold: to undertake
therapeutic work with children,
young people and their families;
to undertake preventative work
on an individual and community
basis; and to develop a resource
base and provide training for
agencies and professionals.The
effects of child sexual abuse on
children and young people, and
how the actions of offenders
impact upon children and their
families, are explored, as are the
effects of child sexual abuse on
the family system as a whole.
Further chapters look at helping
adults and the family as a whole
to recover and rebuild their lives,
and there is a discussion of the

The following selection of

books on family-related topics

are recent additions to the

Institute’s Family Information

Centre. They are available

through Libraries, through the

Family Information Centre via

the Inter Library Loan system,

or for purchase from good

book shops. Prices are given 

as and when supplied.

C A R O L E  J E A N

B O O K  N O T E S

Now in its eighth year, Aus-
tralian Social Trends continues
to be an outstanding reference
source for statistics on Aus-
tralian social issues. Following
the precedent set by previous
editions, the publication is
divided into eight chapters –
population, family,health,
education,work, income and
expenditure, housing, and
international statistics.The

chapter on “Family”examines
child care arrangements, caring
in the community, trends in 
living arrangements, and older
mothers.Each of these sections
contain commentary as well as
accompanying tables and
graphs.The final chapter,“Inter-
national comparisons”,uses a
variety of statistical sources to
compile tables on population,
health,education,and labour

force.This volume is a valuable
reference for researchers and
others interested in social issues.

Australian social trends 2001
Australian Bureau of Statistics, Canberra, 2001. Price $44.00.

seniors. Questions for discussion
are included at the end of each
chapter, and a glossary and list
of references in included at the
end of the text.This textbook
would be of value to students of
any family-related tertiary course.
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Not in front of the children? How
conflict between parents affects
children, by Gordon Harold, Jan
Pryor and Jenny Reynolds, One
Plus One, London, 2001.

This book, which summarises
research into marital conflict and
how it affects children’s wellbeing,
is written for both professionals
and parents.The first chapter
explores the central role of the
couple relationship to family
functioning.While acknowledg-
ing that conflict is often a
necessary and normal part of
family life, conflict between 
parents can have a profound
impact on children, affecting
their mental health, academic
performance,and their relation-
ships with siblings and peers.
Children can be at particular risk
depending upon the type of
conflict (passive or aggressive)
and whether or not it is the child
who is the subject of the conflict.
How parents handle conflict can
also positively or negatively affect
the child.The book goes on to
discuss how conflict affects chil-
dren’s behavior, emotions, social
competence and academic 
performance.The links between
conflict and children’s adjustment
is discussed, as is children’s well-
being after separation, in
particular how the quality of the
parent’s subsequent relationship
impacts upon their children.The
role and value of parent educa-
tion programs and other forms
of family interventions are also 
discussed.The accessible style of
the report makes it highly read-
able for anyone interested in
parenting and how it affects
children. A glossary of terms and
bibliography are included.

THE PATCHWORK NATION 
Re-thinking government – Re-building community,
by Don Edgar, HarperCollins, Sydney, 2001. Price $27.95.

This impressive publication
chronicles in photographs
and text the last hundred
years of  immigration to 
Australia.The publication was
five years in the planning and
production, and was under-
taken by  the South Australian
Migration Museum, with fund-
ing from the Department of
Immigration and Multicultural
Affairs, the Committee for 
Economic Development of
Australia, and the Centenary
of Federation Fund. Chapters
are divided into the following
chronological sequences:
1901, 1900s-1910s, 1914-1918,
1920s-1930s, 1939-1945,
1950s-1960s, 1970s-1990s,
and 2000.The photographs

and accompanying text tell
the stories of immigrants and
the contributions they made to
Australia’s working and cultural
life.They also explore the
changing attitudes, policies
and practices of the Australian
community and its govern-
ments.This is a fascinating
pictorial account of the history
of immigration in Australia.

Carole Jean is the Reference
Librarian in the Institute’s Family
Information Centre.

Becoming parents: Exploring the
bonds between mothers, fathers
and their infants, by Judith
Feeney, Lydia Hohaus, Patricia
Noller and Richard Alexander,
Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, 2001. Price $44.95.

This Australian study follows
couples’transition to parenthood
and its effects on individual well-
being and couple relationships.
It looks at two groups of approx-
imately 100 couples; couples in
one group were experiencing
their first pregnancy,while those
in other group were not planning
to have children in the near
future.The book traces the
development of studies in the
area of transition to parenthood,
and gives an overview of previ-
ous studies in this area. It then
concerns itself with the concept
of attachment,not only between
children and adults,but between
adults themselves.The authors
argue that attachment theory is
a useful concept for understand-
ing the bonds that adults form
with intimate partners,and for the
way that couples respond to
stress and change – in the context
of this study, first-time parent-
hood. Subsequent chapters deal
in depth with the actual transition
to parenthood,from the effects of
pregnancy through to the birth of
the child,and up until the child is
six months old. Issues examined
in detail include:depression
among parents,the division of
household and baby-related
tasks, and the changing attach-
ment relations between couples.
This study makes an important
contribution to the research in
this area, and would make valu-
able reading for all professionals
who deal with families, as well as
anyone considering parenthood.

The changing face of Australia: A century of 
immigration 1901-2000, by Kate Walsh, Allen 
and Unwin, Crow’s Nest, 2001. Price $31.50.

In his most recent book, Don
Edgar argues for “the re-build-
ing of Australian democracy,
the reinvention of business
and community in a global
age, and the re-engagement
of government in its task of
serving the common good 
of all Australian citizens.”He
argues that this is necessary
because of the dramatic
worldwide changes that 
have affected Australian 
workplaces, and family and
community life.These global
changes have created what
the author terms a “new 
tribalism”which is based on
fear and inequality.The first
section of the book examines
the nature of global change
and its implications for 
Australia. In particular it 
discusses the transformation
of the Australian industrial
economy, the impact of struc-
tural change on Australian
society,the growing complexity
of family life, the work-family-
community nexus, and the
dominant business paradigm.
The second and third sections
outline a blueprint for govern-
ments to adopt.This includes
developing a sense of national

identity and sense of place,
understanding globalisation
and social movements, and
finding an intelligent role for
government to play.There is 
a need, the author argues,
to build human and social
capital, redefine regionalism,
and create workable models
of community-building.The
author’s overall view is the
creation of a “patchwork
nation”, where Australia would
be bound by loose ties, but
connected by a government
sensitive to diverse needs,
and devoted to community
building based on a more
democratic approach.This is 
a thought-provoking book
and stimulating reading for
anyone interested in the
future of Australia, it’s gover-
nance and society.

preventative work of the service.
Case studies are used as illustra-
tions throughout the text, and a
bibliography is included.This
book would make valuable
reading for professionals who
work in the child protection field.



S E M I N A R S

Dr Don Weatherburn, Director of the New South Wales Bureau of Crime Statis-
tics and Research, presented the Institute seminar on 15 November 2001.

It has long been known that officially recorded rates of most forms of crime are
higher in economically disadvantaged areas. The conventional view has been
that disadvantage increases the motivation to offend but there are a number 
of findings inconsistent with this view. A growing body of research evidence
drawn from studies of individual families suggests that economic and social
stress exert their effects on crime by dis-
rupting the parenting process.The research
reported here confirms this hypothesis for
Australian families and points to the
importance of economic and social policy
in controlling crime.
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CONTEMPORARY ISSUES IN FAMILY RESEARCH
The Australian Institute of Family Studies ran another program of well attended
and highly successful monthly seminars during the year 2001.

In 2002 the Institute will be continuing its seminar program presenting research
on national and international issues related to family.The seminars, designed to
promote a forum for discussion and debate, are free and open to the public.

Seminars will be held at 11.30 a.m.(usually on the third Thursday of each month)
in the Seminar Room on the ground floor of the Institute,at 300 Queen Street,Mel-
bourne 3000.They run from one to one and a half hours.

Seminar coordinators for 2002 are Institute researchers Jody Hughes and Kelly
Hand. People wishing to attend a particular seminar should phone Grace 
Soriano at the Australian Institute of Family Studies.Phone (03) 9214 7888.

FORTHCOMING SEMINARS 2002
■ 21 FEBRUARY 2002
Queer parenting: a thriving endeavour
Dr Ruth McNair
Director of  Undergraduate Studies
Department of General Practice, University of Melbourne
and
Deborah Dempsey
Phd candidate 
Australian Research Centre in Sex, Health and Society,
La Trobe University
Facilitator – Sarah Wise

■ 21 MARCH 2002
Closing the social work education - child protection gap 
in Canada: Being realistic, or compromising social work 
education principles?
Andrew Armitage 
Professor of Social Work
University of Canada
Facilitator – Adam Tomison

L I V I N G  S TA N D A R D S  O F  O L D E R  N E W  Z E A L A N D E R S

P O V E RT Y, PA R E N T I N G , P E E R S  A N D  D E L I N Q U E N C Y  

D I VO R C E  A N D  T H E  S TAT U S  O F  W O M E N   R E L AT I O N S H I P  P R O B L E M S

Associate Professor Peter Travers, Head of the School of Social Administration and Social Work, Faculty of
Social Sciences,Flinders University,presented a seminar at the Institute on 16 August 2001.He is pictured with the
Institute’s Director David Stanton (right).

A series of studies on the living standards of older New Zealanders was commissioned in 1999 by the Super
2000 Taskforce,and later taken over by the New Zealand Ministry of Social Policy.This seminar reported on the
findings of the surveys,and their innovative methodology for measuring living standards.When the reports on
the surveys were launched in Wellington in July they attracted considerable media coverage, and widely
divergent interpretations.The seminar took up the issue of the perils of interpretation of social surveys.

Professor Kim Halford, School of Applied Psychology, Griffith University,
presented a seminar at the Institute on 18 October 2001, facilitated by the 
Institute’s Robyn Parker.

In his seminar entitled “Assessing and reducing risk of relationship problems in
couples”, Professor Halford outlined a series of studies showing that aspects of
the relationships of couples at varying degrees of risk of relationship distress
could be improved via their participation in a relationship education program.
The outcomes of these studies reinforced the need for prevention and interven-
tion programs to be offered in ways that maximise their accessibility to high 
risk groups and that the content of such programs needs to be tailored to the
needs and characteristics of specific groups.The session was followed by a lively
and wide-ranging discussion of theoretical, practical and philosophical issues
related to the research and the provision of relationship programs.

Dr Henry Finlay, Asso-
ciate Professor of Law,
University of Tasmania,
presented a seminar on
20 September 2001,
faci l itated by B r u ce
Smyth (right) of the
Institute.

When the Australian colonies first introduced divorce, they followed the English
Divorce Act of 1857 in response to an invitation from the Colonial Secretary, Lord
Stanley. During the next 16 years,each of the six colonies was to bring in its own
divorce law but adhering strictly to the model of the “mother country”. However,
as the debates in the various colonial parliaments show, they did not all do so
without a struggle.This seminar looked at some of the practices by convicts and
early settlers to overcome the absence of divorce. In particular, it explored the
background to the attitudes underlying the structure of the 19th century divorce
laws and concluded with some suggestions for the future of Australian family law.
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How family-friendly is the workplace?

An important component of the ability
of people to balance work and family
commitments is the availability of
working arrangements that facilitate 
the reconciliation of work and family
life. Such arrangements are often
referred to as “family-friendly”work
practices.

This report examines the extent to
which access to family-friendly work
practices is influenced or determined
by differential access within or between
organisations.The analysis reveals that
the variation in access to a range of work
practices is greater among employees
working in the same workplace than
the variation between workplaces.

The research found that:

• There is no relationship between
having dependent children and the
likelihood of having access to fam-
ily-friendly work practices.

• Employers are most likely to offer
family-friendly work practices to
employees with high skills levels or
in whom they have invested train-
ing or other resources.

• Evidence of differential access of
employees within organisations to
family-friendly work practices means

that policy makers need to focus on
increasing the availability of such
practices to all employees, regard-
less of occupational status or role.

• Employees with the lowest levels of
education, employment tenure and
employer-provided training are
least likely to have access to family-
friendly work practices.

Family-friendly work practices:
Differences within and between work-
places, by Matthew Gray and Jacqueline
Tudball, Research Report No. 7,
Australian Institute of Family Studies,
January 2002, 80 pages approx.

A number of new publications are scheduled for release in December 2001 and January 2002.
These free publications will be available online, at the Institute’s web site www.aifs.org.au

from the day of their release, or in print by returning the attached order form, with payment of postage to the Institute.

NEW INSTITUTE PUBLICATIONS

Population change and 
an ageing Australia
Australia is experiencing falling fertility in the
context of increasing life expectancy – and thus
an ageing population.This Briefing Paper analyses
the implications  of declining fertility, increased
life expectancy and immigration on the age
structure, cultural and regional diversity and 
sex ratios of the Australian population.These
population trends have taken place amidst a
number of interacting changes occurring within
the family unit itself.The paper outlines some of
the implications of these trends for the financial
wellbeing of the elderly, their living arrangements,
opportunities for familial support, and likely 
contributions from them.

Changing shape of Australia’s population:
Ageing yet diverse, by Ruth Weston, Lixia Qu and
Grace Soriano, Australian Family Briefing No. 10,
Australian Institute of Family Studies, September
2001, 6 pages.
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In 2000–2001 Anglicare Victoria trialed the
UK Children in Need framework to assess
whether it would provide a means for more
systematic attention to the needs of children
who come into contact with family services.
With the aid of a grant from the Financial
Markets Foundation for Children, the Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies, Anglicare
Victoria,and the University of Melbourne
Department of Social Work, completed an
independent assessment of the framework

and the accompanying materials.Worker
feedback on its usefulness for practice, and
other data sources, formed the basis of the
evaluation, and is used to address the key
question: How should family services
respond to “Children in Need”?

How should family services respond 
to “Children in Need”?, by Sarah Wise,
Australian Family Briefing No. 11, Australian
Institute of Family Studies, September 2001,
4 pages.

Looking after vulnerable children

To mark the occurrence of
the 21st anniversary of
the Australian Institute
of Family Studies, the
Institute has brought
together in one volume
a complete list of all the
publications it has been
associated with since its
inception in 1980 to the
present day.

The citations contained in the volume were
generated by Australian Family & Society
Abstracts, the bibliographic database produced
by the Institute since the early 1980s to record
the research, policy and practice literature
about Australian families and the social issues
that affect them.

Browsing through the 2000 or so citations it is
possible to get a picture of the many projects
and activities undertaken by the Institute over
the past 21 years.The list includes titles in the
Institute’s current research papers, research
reports, and briefing papers series,Family 
Matters articles,and earlier discussion papers,
working papers and monographs. Unpub-
lished conference papers and invited

addresses and presentations are also included,as
are papers and chapters by Institute staff in
externally published journals or books.

Citations have been arranged alphabetically
under six subject headings that reflect the
main research areas the Institute has been
concerned with over the past 21 years.The
sections are: (1) Children and parenting; (2)
Family dynamics; (3) Marriage, divorce and
family law; (4) Family and society; (5) Family
trends; and (6) Research, methodology,
strategy. A subject index is also provided.

Taken together, the works of the Institute 
constitute an impressive contribution to the
literature on families.The bibliography stands
as testimony to the depth,the breadth and the
volume of the Institute’s contribution to the
knowledge base about families in Australia. It
should provide a useful reference work and
guide to the research output of the Australian
Institute of Family Studies over 21 years.

Australian Institute of Family Studies:
Collected works 1980–2001, Compiled by
Deborah Whithear, Research Report No. 6,
Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2001,
112 pages approx.

A body of work 1980–2001

Family Matters readers
who would like to
know more of the
Institute’s operations
and activities may
obtain a copy of 
the Annual Report
2000–2001,available
now (free of charge)
from the Institute.

AIFS Annual Report

Family Matters


