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Acting Director’s
report
A N N S A N S O N
Following the resignation of David Stanton, I have been appointed as Acting
Director of the Australian Institute of
Family Studies by the Minister for Family
and Community Services, Senator the
Hon. Amanda Vanstone, pending the appointment
of a permanent Director.

F

It is my pleasure to introduce this issue of Family
Matters to readers. In contrast to the previous issue
in which we explored one particular theme (fertility
trends) in some depth, this edition covers a breadth
of family-related topics. Two papers by Institute
researchers address the changing patterns of relationship formation: David de Vaus, Lixia Qu and
Ruth Weston report on important changes over the
last 25 years in the way in which men and women
form partnered relationships; and Lixia Qu explores
the views of cohabiting couples towards marriage.
The latest paper from the Australian Temperament
Project, by Institute researchers Diana Smart and
Ann Sanson, throws light on development in young
adulthood by examining patterns of social competence among young adults at 19-20 years of age,
and how these relate to earlier characteristics. The
Institute is a partner in a collaborative project on the
impact of multiple and
changeable child care,
and Jennifer Bowes
(Macquarie University),
and colleagues from the
Institute and elsewhere,
report some early results
from this longitudinal
study.

FamilyMatters

READER SURVEY

Tw o p a p e r s d i s c u s s
aspects of work and famThe Institute invites readers’ views on aspects
ily. Institute researcher
of Family Matters. Please help us plan for future
Jennifer Renda argues
issues by filling out and sending us the short
that the rapid growth in
Family Matters Reader Survey questionnaire on
part-time employment
page 73 of this edition.
has contributed to a
growing polarisation of
families into “work poor”
and “work rich” categories, and emphasises the
need to take part-time work into account when considering variability in families’ work status. Peter
Butterworth (Australian National University) analyses sources of disadvantage among lone mothers
receiving income support. We are also pleased to
publish in this issue the keynote address presented
at the Institute’s conference by Catherine Hakim
(London School of Economics Department of Sociology) on the diversity of women’s preferences
regarding work and family. Dr Hakim’s visit sparked
considerable interest in the media, and she was in
great demand with policy makers and researchers.
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The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children,
Growing Up in Australia, is a project of national significance, and an overview of its current state of
development is provided in these pages. Katie Kovacs
summarises a recent study conducted by the National
Child Protection Clearinghouse, housed at the Institute, that examined the accessibility of child abuse
prevention services to those in most need of them.
For our opinion pages this time, David Green and
Alsion McClelland (La Trobe University) have written a thought provoking piece examining the effects
on families of a risk management approach taken
by governments which, they argue, increase the
burden on families, especially the most vulnerable
families, who are confronting the contemporary
forces of change and uncertainty. And our regular
Family Law column has a report by Paul Murphy
and colleagues of a pilot project in the Family Court
of Western Australia.
I am confident that these research articles, together
with our regular columns of booknotes, conference
listings, and reports on Institute seminars and
research activities, will be of considerable interest
and value to readers.

Institute hosts successful conference
A number of the papers in this issue are drawn from
presentations at the highly successful Australian
Institute of Family Studies Conference, held in Melbourne on 12-14 February 2003. The timing of this
eighth national conference was an experiment for
the Institute, departing from the usual July date, and
we were not certain if the timing would prove attractive to presenters and participants. In the event, we
were delighted at the response. We had a record
number of submissions of symposia, papers and
workshops, and these were of a very high quality. An
increase in the number of symposia, which allowed
specific topics to be explored in some depth, was particularly pleasing. The close-to-record number of 450
registrants represented a rich diversity of research
organisations, government bodies, service providers
and community organisations.
Given her Parliamentary commitments, we were
pleased that Minister Vanstone was able to open the
conference by video. The Minister for Children and
Youth Affairs, the Hon. Larry Anthony, alerted participants to some of the key family-related policy
issues for government in his address to the conference. The two keynote presentations, by Dr
Catherine Hakim (London School of Economics) and
Professor Bob Gregory (Australian National University), were well attended, topical, and provocative
enough to engender the sort of productive debate
over meal breaks that marks a good conference.
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Another innovation in this conference was the closing panel discussion, in which the facilitator,
journalist Jill Singer, encouraged three leading
researchers and commentators, Professor Peter
McDonald, Professor Dorothy Scott and Professor
Frank Oberklaid, to address the question, “How can
government support families in bringing up their
children?” This lively discussion ensured that participants left the conference with plenty of food for
thought about the nexus of family-related research,
policy and practice.
While every member of the Institute made a contribution to the conference, I want in particular to
thank Institute researchers who together presented
more than 20 papers, and Catherine Rosenbrock and
Dianne Frey whose organisational efforts resulted in
a very smooth-running three days. See pp. 62-69 for
a more detailed report on the conference.

Clearinghouses at the Institute
Besides the conference, there have been a number of
other major events and developments at the Institute
this year. On 1-3 April 2003, the Stronger Families
Learning Exchange team held a workshop on action
research at the YWCA Conference Centre in Melbourne for the Stronger Family Fund projects and
Department of Family and Community Services staff
with whom they work. Approximately 100 people
attended the workshop. This was quite an organisational feat, given that the projects come from all over
Australia, including some very remote areas, and are
very diverse in nature. By adopting a very interactive
and creative approach to the workshop, the team
catered well for this diversity, allowing each project
to explore and develop skills in those aspects of
action research most relevant for them.
A further development at the Institute has been the
establishment of the Australian Centre for the
Study of Sexual Assault, which has been contracted
to the Institute by the Office for the Status of
Women. The Centre will establish a web-based
clearinghouse of research and other information on
sexual assault, which will complement our existing
clearinghouses on child protection and stronger
families. It will also have a significant research
capacity, aiming to increase the knowledge base
around an issue of significant concern for Australian families. The Centre will publish a number
of issue papers and newsletters, as well as authoritative reviews. The Institute is currently recruiting
staff for the Centre.

New Institute publications
The Institute has published three new Research
Papers this year. “Family structure, child outcomes
and environmental mediators: An overview of the
Development in Diverse Families study”, by Sarah
Wise, no. 30 in the Research Paper series, was published in January 2003. “Social capital at work: How
family, friends and civic ties relate to labour market
outcomes”, by Wendy Stone, Matthew Gray and Jody
Hughes, no. 31; and “Family change and community
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life: Exploring the links”, by Jody Hughes and Wendy
Stone, no. 32, were both released in May 2003. For
more details of recent Institute publications, and
how to order copies, see this issue pp. 95-96

We invite readers’ views
We are keen to ensure that Family Matters continues to serve its readers well. Over recent years the
journal has developed in a number of ways, becoming larger and better formatted, including more
external research, as well as attaining the status of
a fully refereed journal. It is therefore timely for us
to seek your views on what works well and what
could be improved. You will find a brief questionnaire on p. 75 of this issue – please take the time to
complete it and return it to us. (If others are likely
to read this copy of Family Matters, please photocopy the questionnaire.) We will also be sending
more detailed survey forms to some subscribers at a
future date. Readers’ responses will be used to help
us plan for future issues of the journal.

Institute farewells David Stanton
I have left until last perhaps the most significant event at the Institute this year –
namely, the departure of David Stanton
as Director of the Institute, on 13 January 2003. After almost four years based
in Melbourne, David decided to return
full-time to his family in Canberra. Given
the Institute’s work on family–work balance, we of course found it hard to
criticise this choice, but we were nevertheless very sorry to see him go.
In her address at the opening of the Institute’s conference in February 2003,
Minister Vanstone paid tribute to David’s
David Stanton
valuable contribution during his years at
the Institute. Over his term as Director, David provided wise leadership and good management – and a
joke or an anecdote to fit every occasion! He led the
Institute through a significant restructuring of its
research activities, resulting in a clearer and more
coherent focus to its research. The Institute also
grew substantially over David’s term, largely through
the winning of major contracts. He has thus left the
Institute in a strong position.
Given the warm regard in which David is held, one
farewell was not enough – an informal event at
the Institute in January (see p. 69) was followed by
another, more public farewell at the Institute’s
conference dinner in February, at the Melbourne
Aquarium. As a finale, an impromptu Institute choir
serenaded David with songs written to fit occasion!
Institute staff and the Institute’s Board of Management join me in wishing David all the very best for
the future.
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Social competence in
its nature and
Despite the challenges and problems that confront young people today, many find their lives
to be satisfying, rich and full. This article discusses the nature and antecedents of a key
attribute which fosters wellbeing and interpersonal relationships – social competence.
is a valuable individual skill and
ocial competence has
DIANA SMART AND ANN SANSON
resource, and is an indicator of
been defined as “the
positive mental health.
ability to act wisely
A substantial amount of research has explored the facin human relations” (Thorndike 1920). More
tors which promote the development of social competence
specifically, it has been described as “socially
in childhood (Strain, Guralnick and Walker 1986). For
acceptable, learned ways of behaving that enable a person
example, in the Australian Temperament Project, temto interact effectively with other people” (Gresham and
perament style, particularly low levels of “negative
Elliott 1990), and refers to the individual’s repertoire of
reactivity” (volatility, intensity and moodiness) and high
socially appropriate responses and behaviours. Some
levels of “persistence” (the ability to stay on task and see
examples are sharing, helping, cooperating, initiating relathings through to completion), as well as high quality relationships, sensitively interacting with others, and handling
tionships with parents and peers, were powerful predictors
conflict situations well.
of social competence in late childhood (Prior, Sanson,
Individuals who are socially competent are able to
Smart and Oberklaid 2000).
elicit positive responses from
The family environment may play a particularly imporothers and are skilful in
tant role in fostering children’s social competence, by
forming close and supguiding and modelling socially appropriate behaviour patportive relationships. On
terns. Children’s social competence has also been the
the other hand, individtarget of numerous intervention efforts (see reviews
uals with low levels of
by L’Abate and Milan 1985; and
such skills tend to be
Schneider and Byrne 1985), in the
less adroit socially
belief that better developed social
and may more often
competence will enable youngexperience adjustment
sters to cope with and overcome
difficulties. In short,
adjustment difficulties.
social competence

S

young adulthood,
antecedents
Social competence could be expected to be an
important contributor to wellbeing in many emerging
arenas of young adult life, such as in the workplace and
in forming intimate relationships. These new arenas
also provide opportunities for the further development
and refinement of these skills. However, in contrast to
child research, much less attention has been given to
the study of social competence at this developmental
stage, and its contribution to wellbeing.
This paper reports on the use of a new measure of
social competence developed for use with young adults to
explore the connections between social competence and
other forms of adjustment and wellbeing. Levels of social
competence at 19-20 years of age, and gender differences,
are described. As well, the paper reports the stability and
antecedents of such skills from childhood to adulthood.

Australian Temperament Project
The data come from the Australian Temperament Project, now housed at the Australian Institute of Family
Studies. This is a longitudinal community study of Australian children’s development (Prior et al. 2000). The
project began in 1983 with the
recruitment of a representative sample of over 2400
infants and families
from urban and rural
areas of the state of
Victoria. Families
have been followed
up twelve times by
mail surveys every
one to two years,

beginning at four to eight months of age. The thirteenth
data collection is currently underway at age 19-20 years.
Approximately two-thirds of the families are still participating in the study at this stage. While a number of
families have dropped out over the years, and these
include more from lower socio-economic or ethnic backgrounds, the remaining group of children closely
resembles the original sample on all facets of infant functioning (see Prior et al. 2000 for further details). Hence,
on the domains investigated in this study, sample attrition is unlikely to be a significant influence on the results.
Parents, teachers, maternal and child health nurses,
and the young people themselves have provided information about the child’s development across a wide
range of domains, including child temperament, emotional and behavioural adjustment, school progress,
health, social competence, relationships with parents
and peers, parents’ child-rearing practices, and the family’s structural characteristics and experience of stress.
The data presented come from the 940 young people
(41 per cent male and 59 per cent female) aged 19-20
years who have completed questionnaires in the thirteenth data collection of the study thus far. (It is
estimated that this comprises 80 per cent of those who
will eventually participate in this wave.) Among the
questionnaires completed was an instrument developed
by the research team to assess social competence. This
measure was based on Gresham and Elliott’s (1990)
model of child and adolescent social competence, which

Model of child and adolescent social competence
Assertion
“Initiating behaviours, such as asking others for information, introducing oneself, and responding to the actions of others.”
Cooperation
“Behaviours such as helping others, sharing materials, and complying with rules and requests.”
Empathy
“Behaviours that show concern and respect for others’ feelings
and viewpoints.”
Responsibility
“Behaviours that demonstrate ability to communicate with
adults and regard for property or work.”
Self-control
“Behaviours that emerge in conflict situations, such as
responding appropriately to teasing, and in non-conflict situations that require taking turns and compromising.”
Source: Gresham and Elliott 1990.

Family Matters No.64 Autumn 2003

5

proposes that cooperation, assertion, self-control,
responsibility and empathy together form a broad social
competence dimension (see accompanying box).
As noted earlier, there is little information at present
about the predictors of social competence at this age.
However, drawing on the findings about the correlates
of children’s social competence, it was hypothesised
that aspects of functioning such as temperament style
and psychological adjustment, relationships with parents and peers, and aspects of the family environment
such as parent–child relationships and parenting style
would be influential antecedents. Data from the concurrent and earlier survey waves are used to explore
the influence of these factors.

Nature and correlates of social competence
This section describes the characteristics and levels of
social competence at 19-20 years of age. It looks at differences between young men and women, and
connections between social competence and other
forms of adjustment and wellbeing.

Nature of social competence
Regarding the components of social competence at 19–20
years of age, four clear factors emerged – assertion, selfcontrol, responsibility and empathy. The items used to
assess cooperation did not inter-relate, preventing the
development of a cooperation scale. These items were
dropped from subsequent analyses (although they are
shown at the bottom of Table 1 for reader interest). Young
Table 1

people’s perceptions of their skills on the four facets of
social competence are shown in Table 1.

Levels of social competence
Overall, most young people saw themselves as “often”
or “always” possessing the attributes and behaviours
measured, which suggests that levels of social competence were generally high. Young people’s views of their
responsibility and empathic skills tended to be a little
more positive than their views of their self-control and
assertiveness skills. Some behaviours – such as initiating conversations in groups, being considered a leader,
being approached by others to share problems, being
able to accept constructive criticism, and being able to
negotiate and compromise in a conflict situation – were
not as highly developed.

Were the different aspects of social competence related?
The facets of social competence were significantly
related, suggesting that scores on the four aspects could
be combined to form an overall social competence score.
This composite score can then be used as an indicator of
the broad range of social skills possessed by an individual.

Did young men and young women differ in social competence?
Young women were significantly higher than young
men on all facets of social competence except self-control. There were powerful sex differences on empathy,
and moderate sex differences on responsibility and
overall social competence. Gender differences on
assertiveness, while significant, were weak.

Young people’s perceptions of their social competence at 19-20 years
Never

Seldom

Often

Always

%

Some
times
%

%

%

%

Assertion
I find it easy to make friends
I invite others to join in social activities
I initiate conversations in groups
I am considered to be a leader
I express my wishes clearly, and give reasons for my actions and positions

0.7
1
2
4
0.2

5
5
10
18
4

27
19
35
39
33

44
48
39
30
49

23
28
14
9
14

Empathy
I try to understand how my friends feel when they are angry, upset or sad
I try to be a kind and caring person
People come to me to share their problems
I feel sorry for others when bad things happen
I show my concern for others when they experience difficulties

0.4
0.2
1
0.5
0.5

3
1
8
1
1

17
9
35
11
18

43
39
40
48
50

37
50
16
40
30

Responsibility
I behave in a responsible way
I am punctual in meeting task deadlines set by others
I fulfil my obligations
I can be relied on to do things right

0.2
0.4
0.1
0.1

2
4
2
1

13
18
18
12

54
41
57
55

30
36
23
32

Self-control
I can assert my opinion without fighting or arguing
I negotiate and compromise with people when we have disagreements
I accept constructive criticism

0.4
0.7
2

5
7
6

30
41
39

50
44
41

14
7
12

Cooperation*
I accept direction from people in charge
I am good at working in a team situation
I put my own needs before the needs of others
I show courtesy to others

0.1
0.4
4
0.1

3
2
21
1

16
16
55
9

50
50
17
52

30
31
3
39

*Note: These items did not show good internal consistency and are not treated as a scale in subsequent analyses
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Was social competence related to other forms of adjustment?
Young people with high social competence were slightly
less likely than other young people to feel depressed, anxious or stressed. They were also somewhat less likely to
have engaged in antisocial behaviour, and considerably
more satisfied with the way their lives were progressing.
Those who were highly socially competent had
stronger ties to their parents, perceiving they received
greater emotional and material support; they had better communication, were less alienated, and
experienced slightly less conflict with parents. Likewise, they tended to have better quality friendships,
feeling their friends gave them greater emotional and
material support, that they communicated better with
friends, and felt less alienated from them. Socially competent individuals also held slightly more positive
attitudes towards society, such as trust in social institutions, and the justice system (trust in the courts, and
trust in police) than less competent individuals.
In summary, it seemed that, as we might expect,
social competence was most closely linked to interpersonal relationship experiences, with highly competent
individuals tending to have more satisfying and supportive relationships. In addition, those with high
social skills tended to be better adjusted and to have
slightly more positive attitudes towards societal institutions. Those with poorer social skills tended to be
faring less well on all these aspects.

Stability of social competence from childhood
to adulthood
Similar measures of social competence had previously
been obtained from the young people at the ages of 1112 years, 12-13 years, and 13-14 years. The items used
at the various time points were not identical, reflecting
the evolution and development of these skills from
childhood to adulthood. On the whole, there was modest
to moderate continuity between earlier and later social
competence (correlations ranged from .14 to .41).
Empathic skills were the most stable, and assertiveness and overall social competence were also moderately
stable. The smaller the time interval, the stronger the
stability, although there was still significant continuity
over the longer time spans of seven and eight years.
The young people’s perceptions of their social competence at 19-20 years were moderately linked to
parents’ and teachers’ earlier evaluations as well as
their own earlier views of their social competence.
Thus, these skills appeared to be reasonably stable, and
it seemed that parents, teachers and the young people
themselves could reliably report on them.

Antecedents of young adult social competence
Each wave of the Australian Temperament Project data
set was examined in turn to explore the antecedents of
social competence and to determine the age at which
antecedents could first be identified (details of the multiple regression analyses are available from the
authors). Variables were included if they predicted 1
per cent or more of the variance in social competence.
Table 2 shows the aspects of functioning which predicted later social competence, the strength of these
predictors (that is, the amount of variance the set of
measures accounted for), and the relative importance

Australian Institute of Family Studies

of the individual measures (listed in order from the
most to the least powerful).
Some general trends are noticeable across these various time points.
First, some temperament and personality traits were
consistent precursors of social competence, particularly sociability or outgoingness, persistence (the
ability to stay on task), and conscientiousness (being
careful, organised). There was even a weak trend for
Table 2

Antecedents of social competence
Per cent of
variance explained

19-20 years
Emotional control
Sociable temperament
Parents’ emotional support
Persistent temperament
Civic engagement

42.9

17-18 years
Readiness for intimacy
Oppositional behaviour (low)
Optimism about the future
Political awareness
Sociable temperament
Aggressiveness (low)

32.6

15-16 years
Assertiveness
Conscientiousness
Attraction to risk taking (low)
Extraversion
Oppositional behaviour (low)
High friendship quality
Persistent temperament

30.0

13-14 years
Attachment to peers
Assertiveness
Cooperation
Empathy
Delinquency (low)

22.0

11-12 years
Persistent temperament
Empathy
Responsibility
High self-concept about peer relationships

14.5

9-10 years
Good parent-child relationship
Shy temperament (low)
Hyperactivity (low)

5.3

7-8 years
Aggressiveness (low)
Sociable temperament
Hyperactivity (low)

7.2

5-6 years
Aggressiveness (low)

1.8

3-4 years
Aggressiveness (low)

1.6

1-3 years
Reactive temperament (low)

1.2

4-8 months
High family socio-economic background

1.3

Family Matters No.64 Autumn 2003
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those who were less reactive or volatile toddlers to be
more socially competent in young adulthood. Similarly,
the ability to control emotions was the most powerful
correlate at 20 years.
Second, externalising behaviour problems such as
aggressiveness, oppositional behaviour, delinquency and
hyperactivity during childhood and adolescence were
associated with lower social competence in young
adulthood. Connections between aggressiveness
and later social competence were evident from
as young as four years of age, although relatively weak over such a long time span.
Third, as might be expected,
childhood and adolescent
social competence
were powerful precursors of social
competence in
young adulthood,
suggesting a progressive development
of these skills from
childhood onwards.

defined factors of empathy, assertion, responsibility
and self-control. However, a cooperation sub-scale was
not identifiable, suggesting that the attributes selected
(following directions, working in a team situation,
being courteous, and being self-sacrificing) did not necessarily co-occur at this age, although they generally do
among younger children. All but the last type of behaviour were quite common, but being high on one type of
behaviour did not imply being high on another.
Regarding the four facets of social competence identified, it was found that competency in one aspect was
related to competencies in others, leading to the development of a broad measure of social competence. This
broad measure predicted other aspects of adjustment
and functioning in expectable ways. Individuals
with high social competence were less likely to
experience depression or engage in antisocial
behaviour, more likely to feel satisfied with
their lives, and more likely to have closer
and more satisfying relationships with parents and friends than those who were less
socially skilled.
While there was considerable
variability within each sex in levels

Social norms and expectations
for girls to be cooperative and
responsible may foster the
development of social
competence among girls.
Fourth, citizenship behaviours such as civic engagement at 20 years, and high political awareness at 18
years, were more characteristic of those with high social
competence. Those with high social competence were
more optimistic about the future and appeared readier for
intimate relationships when they were 18 years of age.
Fifth and finally, interpersonal relationships appeared
to be important building blocks for the development of
social competence. For example, supportive and close
peer relationships from 11-12 to 15-16 years were significant precursors. Likewise, high quality parent–child
relationships at several time points (9-10 and 19-20
years) were associated with better developed social competence. Family socio-economic background during
infancy also featured, although weakly.
Using the selected predictor measures, it was possible to predict young adult social competence from late
childhood with some accuracy (14 per cent or more of
variance), and more strongly from mid adolescence (30
per cent or more of variance). Even in very early childhood, some connections were shown between child
and family characteristics and later social competence,
although these were relatively weak.

Young adults and social competence
The facets of social competence which emerged were
conceptually similar to the Gresham and Elliott model
of childhood and adolescent social skills, with clearly

8
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of social competence, these skills tended to be more
developed among young women than among young men,
particularly empathic skills. These gender differences
were evident from late childhood onwards (Prior et al.
2000), and continued to be apparent at 20 years of age.
While it is beyond the scope of the study to explain these
trends, there are several likely explanations.
Social norms and expectations for girls to be cooperative and responsible may foster the development of
social competence among girls. Similarly, family socialisation processes and child-rearing practices may
encourage girls’ emotional development and empathic
capacities, while boys may be encouraged to be emotionally reserved. After a review of this research, Brody
(1985: 102) concluded that “with development, boys
increasingly inhibit the expression and attribution of
most emotions, whereas girls increasingly inhibit the
expression and recognition of socially unacceptable
emotions, for example, anger”.
Peer relationships may also be important. For example, young girls’ friendships tend to be more intimate
and supportive than those of young boys (Buhrmester
and Pragner 1995). Girls’ peer interactions tend to be
oriented to joint concerns and needs, which may facilitate the practice and development of self-disclosure
and emotional support skills (Buhrmester 1996).
It is also possible that girls’ earlier developing language
skills (Prior, Smart, Sanson and Oberklaid 1993) facilitate and strengthen the acquisition of socially skilled
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behavioural styles. Some have also suggested that subtle
biological and genetic gender differences (such as brain
hemispheric functioning, neurological and hormonal
processes) may have a powerful effect on children’s emotional development (see Brody 1985 for an overview).
Social competence was moderately stable across the
eight years in which it was assessed. This time span
crosses several developmental stages – childhood, adolescence and young adulthood. Thus, the roots of
young adult competence could be seen in childhood.
However, stability was far from absolute, suggesting
most children fluctuated to some extent. The moderate
stability found may be a result of maturational or life
experience differences (for example, the timing of
puberty or an early transition to working life), changes
in the number and type of settings in which social competence is a critical attribute (for example, romantic
relationships), or differences in the evolving nature of
social competence itself as young people move through
these developmental stages (reflected in changes in the
items used at the different time points).
A range of individual, family and peer factors were
important antecedents of social competence, and a
number of these featured at several time points. Among
these were temperament style, with more sociable,
outgoing individuals, and individuals with good control
of their emotions and attention, tending to be more
socially competent later on. There was also a less
powerful trend for young people who engaged in community work and were active participants in societal
endeavours, as well as those with an interest in politics,
to be more socially skilled.
Conversely, problematic behaviours, such as aggression, delinquency, and hyperactivity, even from very
early childhood, were associated with lower social competence. The findings of links between earlier
temperament, adjustment, citizenship behaviours, and
later social competence have not, to our knowledge,
been shown before, and extend our understanding of
the developmental pathways involved.
High quality family and peer relationships emerged as
important precursors, suggesting that these relationships
play a critical role in the acquisition and ongoing development of an individual’s social skills. These findings are
consistent with other research. For example, Bell, Avery,
Jenkins, Feld and Schoenrock (1985) reported that emotional closeness to parents was related to high social
competence among a sample of United States college students. In a more recent exploration of this issue, Bell and
colleagues showed that broader aspects of family functioning, such as connectedness and support, were
powerful correlates of social competence among young
adults (Schoenrock, Bell, Sun and Avery 1999).
Interestingly, this United States study found that
family autonomy (low restrictiveness, low intrusiveness, but a high focus on family rules) was an important
predictor of social competence among young men, but
not young women. Similar gender-specific findings
were also reported by Kenny and Donaldson (1991),
who found that parental marital conflict, and concern
about marital separation, were related to lower levels of
social competence among female, but not male, American college students. These gender-specific findings
are intriguing and worthy of further exploration.
The connections between social competence and
interpersonal relationships may also be bi-directional
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and reciprocal. For example, while social competence
may have contributed to the development of positive
relationships with others, earlier positive interpersonal
relationships might in turn have promoted the further
development of these skills.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the repertoire of social skills possessed
by this group of young Australian men and women was
shown to be an important resource that was related to
their adjustment and wellbeing. Social competence
appeared to have its developmental origins in childhood, and tended to be moderately stable from this
time onwards. Both individual characteristics (for
example, temperament style) and family and peer relationships were important antecedents.
Families can play a dual role in helping children to
develop these capacities; by guiding the development of
socially skilled behaviour patterns within the context
of family life, and by arranging peer experiences and
fostering friendships which enhance children’s emerging social skills.
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Changing patterns of partnering
There have been important changes over the last 25 years in the way in which men and women form partnered
relationships.However,a longer-term perspective provides a better understanding of these trends.

W

ithin the last quarter centhe beginning of the
DAVID DE VAUS, LIXIA QU towards
tury family structures and
20th century, the English midAND RUTH WESTON
relationships have changed in
dle class norm for couples to
significant ways. One of the
delay marriage until they could
most striking changes is in the area of partnering,
achieve a “respectable” standard of living was
perhaps the most obvious being the increasing tenembraced and encouraged among working classes.
dency for people to live together without marrying
These factors not only contributed to delays in mar(here called “cohabitation”) at some stage in their
riage but also to a relatively high proportion of
lives and the fall in first marriage and remarriage
people not marrying at all (McDonald 1995).
rates. But what do these trends suggest for the
Statistics on the prevalence of marriage provide
future of marriage? As will be seen in this article,
snapshots in time that do not take into account all
those who focus on the last few decades may well
those who have embraced marriage at some stage in
draw markedly different conclusions from those
their life, including those whose marriages have
adopt a longer-term perspective.
ended in divorce or widowhood. Despite the declining married population in recent decades, most
people do eventually marry, with 1997–1999 trends
The rise and fall of marriage
suggesting that this would apply to 72 per cent of
An appreciation of what is happening to marriage
men and 77 per cent of women. Nevertheless, these
trends is best achieved through reference to differproportions are lower than those of just 12 years
ent interacting processes, including changes in the
earlier, when 79 per cent of men and 86 per cent of
prevalence of the married population, rates of first
women would marry (ABS 2001).
marriages and remarriages, and the timing of marAs noted above, the size of the married populariage in the life course. While marriage rates of
tion at any point of time reflects the proportions of
previous years contribute to the prevalence of the
the population marrying in earlier years. Thus, the
married population at a later date, other factors are
current size of the married population would be
also important, including divorce rates, widowhood,
much lower were it not for the marriage boom of the
and the sex ratio of the adult population.
1940s to 1970s.
This section first outlines changes in proportions
The rise and fall of first marriages
of the adult population who are married, then
The marriage boom is reflected in both the high
focuses on the changing age at first marriage, and
overall first marriage rates and the increasing
the rates of marriage and remarriage.
tendency for individuals to marry at a relatively
The rise and fall of the married population
early age. Factors that appeared to facilitate and
According to the 2001 Australian census, just over
sustain this boom include the improved economic
half (52 per cent) of all people aged 15 years or over
conditions prevailing after World War II, the emerare married, down from nearly two-thirds (65 per
gence of a new era of familism which encouraged
cent) in 1971. As Figure 1 suggests, the fall in the
early and universal marriage, the continuing social
marriage prevalence over this period has resulted
disapproval of sex outside marriage and stigma
in a return to circumstances apparent in much
attached to unmarried mothers, increased social
earlier times, for Australia was in the grip of a “maracceptance of birth control in the 1950s, and the
riage boom” from the post-war period until the
introduction of the contraceptive pill (in the 1960s)
early 1970s.
which enabled women to marry when young while
Indeed, marriage was slightly more prevalent in
avoiding having children (Gilding 2001; McDonald
2001 than 100 years earlier, partly because there
1982, 1995).
was a greater overall sex imbalance in that earlier
Likewise the subsequent retreat from early marperiod (115 men for every 100 women at that time,
riage and overall decline in marriage rates was
compared with 96 in every 100 women in 2001),
fuelled by a number of interacting factors. The
along with a gold rush in Western Australia which
1980s saw a dramatic fall in the number of low
enticed more single men than women. Australia
skilled yet relatively well paid and secure jobs for
was also still feeling the effects of the severe ecoearly school leavers. The demand for a skilled worknomic depression of the 1890s, with economic
force led to increasing numbers of young people
prosperity not returning until the 1920s (ABS 2001;
completing high school and proceeding to tertiary
McDonald 1995). Further, there is evidence that,
education and decreasing numbers of early school
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Within the last quarter century family structures and relationships have changed in significant ways.One of the most striking changes
is in the area of partnering, perhaps the most obvious being the increasing tendency for people to live together without marrying.

Figure 2

for men and women in their early twenties. For
example, for every 1000 never married women
aged 20-24 years, 290 married in 1970, compared
with 128 in 1921, and only 47 in 2000. It is noteworthy that first marriage rates for the year 2000
Figure 1
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Age-specific first marriage rates, 1921-2000
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leavers finding full time paid work – factors that
discouraged early marriage. In addition, the contraceptive pill, which initially facilitated early
marriage in a climate of social disapproval of sexual
relationships outside marriage, eventually contributed to changing patterns of couple formation,
including a rise in cohabitation and delays in
marriage. In turn, social disapproval attached to
cohabitation diminished considerably (McDonald
1995).
In 1970, just before the marriage boom ended,
78 in every 1000 bachelors married. This rate was
substantially higher than in 1921 (53) but even
higher than the rate in 2000 (32). For women, first
marriage rates were 110 in 1970, and 68 and 40 in
the earlier and later years respectively. Thus, in
2000, first marriage rates were not only significantly lower than those during the marriage boom
but also before that unprecedented period.
Figure 2 shows first marriage rates per 1000
never married men and women in different age
groups in 1921, 1970 and 2000. The greatest
change in rates occurred among those under 30
years old, with the swing being particularly marked
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were lower than those in 1970 and 1921 across
all age groups, and most particularly for young
adults.
As mentioned above, one striking aspect of the
marriage boom was the tendency for people to
marry for the first time at quite young ages by
historical standards. Figure 2 shows that in 1970
age 20-24 years was by far the most common time
for women to enter their first marriage, while in
1921 marriage in the late 20s was marginally
more common for women than marriage in the
early 20s. On the other hand, in 2000 women most
commonly married when aged 25-29 years. In 1921
and 1970, men most commonly married when
they were 25-29 years, but in the year 2000 they
were just as likely to marry when aged 30-34
years as when aged 25-29 years. Thus, marrying
before the age of 25 is now relatively uncommon for
both sexes.
The unusually young age at which people
entered their first marriage during the marriage
boom can be captured by reference to median age
at marriage for different time periods. Figure 3
depicts changes in the median age at which men
and women married for the first time since 1940.
For both sexes, the median age fell until the mid1970s and rose progressively thereafter reaching a
higher age in 2000 than 60 years earlier. For men,
the median age at first marriage was 26.4 in 1940,
23.3 in 1975, and 28.7 in 2000. For women, the

Median age at first marriage, 1940-2000
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Figure 3
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Figure 4

median ages were 23.7, 21.1 and 26.7 respectively.
To some extent, the delay in getting married in
recent times has contributed to the overall lower
proportion who are married in 2000 than some 25
years ago (as shown in Figure 1).
In short, trends in first marriage rates indicate
that both men and women are not only deferring
first marriage, but are less likely to marry now than
they were not only 30 years ago during the marriage
boom, but also earlier in the 20th century.

The rise and fall of remarriage
How true is the saying “Once bitten, twice shy”
nowadays, compared with earlier times? At first
glance, the different types of trends for remarriage
may seem to provide conflicting answers to this
question.
Remarriages may seem to be particularly popular these days. First, across all age groups,
previously married men and women are more likely
to marry than those who had never married (Figure
4). For example, while 71 per 1000 never married
men in their late 20s and early 30s married in 2000,
103 to 104 per 1000 previously married men in
these age groups remarried in 2000.
Second, remarriages have been markedly more
prevalent since the late 1970s than in the first three
quarters of the 20th century. For example, only 10
per cent of marriages involved remarriage for at
least one partner in 1911, increasing to only 17 per
cent by 1955. Over the last couple of decades, on
the other hand, around one third of marriages each
year have been remarriages for one or both partners. In 2000, 15 per cent of all marriages consisted
of two previously married people and 19 per cent
were the first marriage of just one of the partners
(ABS 2001).
However, the increased prevalence of remarriage
does not reflect a greater predisposition for previously married people to remarry since the late
1970s compared the rest of the 20th century.
Rather, the greater prevalence of remarriage can
be largely explained by the increased size of the
divorced population since the Family Law Act
1975 came into operation. There are simply more
people in the position to remarry in recent times. In
addition, divorced people are more likely to

Age-specific first marriage and remarriage rates, males and females, 2000
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Changing nature of marriage formation
What does the modern decline in marriage mean?
Does it reflect a move away from forming living
together unions, or are people just as inclined as in
the past to form such relationships? This issue is
examined in this section.

The rise of cohabitation
Paralleling the modern decline in marriages is the
noticeable increase in cohabitation, from less than
1 per cent of all couples in 1971 to 12 per cent in
2001. However, the increase does not quite compensate for the fall in the prevalence of marriage.
Figure 5 shows that between 1981 and 2001 the
proportion of those aged 15 or over that were married
fell by 8 percentage points (from 60 per cent to 52 per
cent), while the proportion cohabiting increased by
about 4 percentage points (from 3 per cent to 7 per
cent). Thus, overall, the percentage of those aged 15
and over who were living as a couple fell from 63 per
cent to 59 per cent over the last 20 years.
Younger couples are much more likely to cohabit
than older couples, with the mid-20s representing a
turning point. For instance, two-thirds of partnered
men in their early 20s are cohabiting, while twothirds of partnered men in their late 20s are married.
This greater tendency of younger than older couples to cohabit partly reflects the fact that the
modern prevalence of cohabitation is quite recent
and therefore would be more common among those
who entered a relationship recently. The rise in
cohabitation amongst younger groups also reflects
the fact that cohabitation is often a stage in the
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relationship commitment process – a stage that
often leads to marriage.
Indeed, one of the most important changes in
partnership formation is the increasing tendency
for couples to cohabit before they marry. Premarital
cohabitation was virtually non-existent before the

When cohabitation was virtually non-existent a strong stigma was
attached to such behaviour and to sexual relationships outside marriage
generally.Single women who became pregnant were pressured either to
release their child for adoption or to marry.
1960s and applied to only 16 per cent of couples
who married in 1975. In the late 1980s, around half
of all marrying couples cohabited beforehand, while
in 2001, 72 per cent of couples who married had
lived together first. Thus, it is now unusual not to
live together before marrying.
A marked turnaround in attitudes to cohabitation
has accompanied these trends, both contributing to
them and being fuelled by them. When cohabitation
was virtually non-existent a strong stigma was
attached to such behaviour and to sexual relationships outside marriage generally. Single women
who became pregnant were pressured either to
release their child for adoption or to marry. Socalled “shot-gun” marriages were thus common –
applying to about one-quarter of first-time brides
during the late 1960s (McDonald 1995). Since this
time, there has been a growing acceptance of
cohabitation. By the late 1980s, a national survey
suggested that the majority of people believed that

Figure 5

Percent married, cohabiting and partnered, 1982-2001
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fell to 41 per 1000 in 2000. For women, the respective figures are 20, 32 and 19 per 1000 previously
married women.
Consistent with trends apparent in Figure 4, age
at which a person’s marriage ended is closely linked
with the propensity for remarriage (McDonald
1982). Those whose marriage was terminated at
younger ages are more likely to remarry compared
with those whose marriage end at later ages.
Furthermore, men are more likely than women
to remarry following divorce, possibly reflecting
women’s lower desire to remarry compared with
men, or fewer opportunities to find a partner,
particularly when they have children in their
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couples should live together before marrying (see
McDonald 1995). More recently, cohabitation has
become widely condoned not only as a stepping
stone to marriage, but also as an alternative to it (de
Vaus 1997).
As the proportion of marriages preceded by
cohabitation has risen, the period of living together
before marriage has also increased steadily. The
first (2001) wave of the Household, Income and
Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey suggests that, of couples who lived together before
marrying, the proportions who married within six
months of moving in together fell from 40 per cent
in the 1960s and 1970s to 12 per cent by the late
1990s. Conversely, the proportions who lived
together for at least three years before marrying
increased from about 5 per cent in the 1960s and
1970s to more than 30 per cent by the late 1990s.

Figure 6
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Table 1

Changes in levels of being unpartnered, 1986-2001

1986
%
61
32
23
21
20
21

Age
20-24
25-29
30-34
35-39
40-44
45-49

Female
1996
%
74
43
30
26
27
27

2001
%
74
45
31
27
27
27

1986
%
80
46
29
23
21
21

Male
1996
%
85
57
38
31
28
25

2001
%
86
57
38
30
27
25

Source: Years 1986 and 1996 figures are derived from tables in (Birrell and Rapson 1998)
which are based on special 1996 Australian Census matrix tables. Year 2001 figures from
customised ABS tables.

Per cent

Figure 7

Social marital status by age group, 2001
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Given that men and women are living together
for longer periods before they marry their partner,
the growth of cohabitation is also linked with the
increasing age at which men and women are
marrying. But has there been any change in the age
at which people partner?
Figure 6 shows that young people nowadays
begin their first partnership – involving cohabitation or marriage – at ages similar to those born in
the early part of the century. For example, of men
born in the early 1970s, half of them formed their
first relationship by the age 24 compared with age
25 for those born before 1932. However, those who
were born right after World War II entered their first
relationship at an earlier age – half of the men had
partnered by the age of 23 years. A similar pattern
applies to women, although the differences are
smaller for women than for men. These changes
relating to age of entry into first partnerships are
considerably smaller than those relating to age of
entry into first marriage.

Living without a partner
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So far, attention has been directed to partnership
trends. They indicate that there are more adults
living without a partner today than in the mid
1970s. Indeed, Birrell and Rapson (1998) found
that, between 1986–1996, there was a sharp rise in
the percentage of men and women who were not
living with a partner. They attribute this trend, in
part, to a mismatch between the types of men
and women who are available to partner. They
show that unpartnered women are particularly
likely to be well-educated and have higher status
occupations and higher incomes, while the
opposite is the case for unpartnered men. Disproportionate numbers of unpartnered men have lower
education levels and poor job prospects, with economic restructuring playing a major role in these
developments.
Nevertheless, the proportions of men and women
who were unpartnered changed little from 1996
to 2001 (Table 1) and by age 30–34, only a minority
are unpartnered. Figure 7, which is based on 2001
census data, shows quite dramatic changes in the
proportions who are unpartnered from their
early 20s (80 per cent) to late 20s (50 per cent) and
early 30s (34 per cent). The proportion without
partners then levels out to just over one quarter
for the five-year age groups between 35 and 59
years, increasing to 40 per cent for those 60 years
or older, largely as a result of widowhood. (These
trends are derived from Census figures which only
identify people who have a partner living in the
same household.)
Furthermore, as mentioned earlier, those in their
early 20s are more likely to be cohabiting than
married, by their late 20s, those with partners are
twice as likely to be married than cohabiting. By
their early 30s, more than half are married and only
13 per cent are cohabiting, yet this group entered
marriage at a time when cohabitation was already
widely condoned as an alternative to to marriage
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(de Vaus 1997). Such trends highlight the continuing importance of marriage to couples in a context
of a socially accepted alternative.
As noted earlier in relation to marriage, being
without a partner at a given time does not imply having never partnered. While about half of those aged
25-29 years were unpartnered at the time of the 1996
census, data from the 1996 National Survey of Mental Health and Wellbeing (ABS 1997) suggest that
only one-quarter in this age group had never lived
with a partner. Part of the rise in the percentage of
people without a partner observed by Birrell and
Rapson (1998) probably reflects the decreasing stability of early relationships (Qu and Weston 2001).
This issue will be explored further in the future.

to occur in the way men and women go about establishing families and relationships – change is an
underlying theme in family history. The critical
thing is to enable people to make good decisions in
a time of change when old guidelines are not as
helpful as they once were.

Summary
There have been important changes in the way in
which men and women form couple relationships.
The proportion of the adult population that is married has declined since the period after World War
II. Both men and women spend a considerable part
of their adult life without being married, and are
now older when they marry than they were some 25
years ago. However, the period from World War II
until the 1970s was marked by a marriage boom,
involving high marriage rates and a fall in age at
marriage that was unprecedented. Since the Family
Law Act 1975 came into operation, around onethird of marriages each year include at least one
previously married person.
Formal marriage is no longer the only way in
which people partner. Many people live in cohabitating relationships – at least for a while – and
most marriages are now preceded by cohabitation.
In addition, an increasing number of people are,
at any given point of time, living without a partner
at all.
However, it is easy to exaggerate the extent of
change in partnering patterns. While important
changes have taken place, there remains a great
degree of continuity. As in the past, the vast majority of men and women form a relationship at some
stage in their lives, and marriage remains by far the
most common form of partnered relationship.
When the period of cohabitation is taken into
account, men and women these days are entering
into intimate live-in relationships at much the same
age as they have for most of the last century,
although the marriage boom period saw a fall in the
age at which people began forming live-in relationships (almost exclusively via marriage). Although
fewer people are now married, this has been partly
compensated for by the increase in cohabitation.
While more people are now unpartnered since the
marriage boom, this is less a case of never finding a
partner and more a case of having separated from a
previous partner.
If the past is any guide to the future we will continue to see changes to the way in which people
form relationships. These will be influenced by
other changes in the wider society, including those
relating to the economy, gender relations and social
values, with values also being influenced by partnership formation trends. It is normal for changes
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Formal marriage is no longer the only way in which people partner.
Many people live in cohabitating relationships – at least for a while –
and most marriages are now preceded by cohabitation.
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Polarisation of families according
Where does part-time employment

Over the last two decades there has been much discussion about changing employment patterns in Australia,
and the effect such changes have on families. This article examines how the rapid growth in part-time
employment has contributed to the growing polarisation of families into “work poor”and “work rich”categories.
The Australian literature has genne of the major trends in the
JENNIFER RENDA
erally defined work rich and work
Australian labour market
poor families in terms of whether parover recent years has been
ents are in paid employment. The literature has not, on
an increase in the number of families with chilthe whole, differentiated between full-time and partdren in which no parent is employed (“work
time employment. Rapid growth in part-time
poor” or “jobless” families) and families in which two paremployment over recent years makes the differentiaents are employed (“work rich” families) (Gregory 1999).
tion between full-time and part-time employment
At one end of the spectrum, the proportion of
increasingly important when considering the distribudependent children living in families with no employed
tion of work across families. The proportion of all new
parent has risen from 11 per cent in 1979 to 18 per cent
jobs created which were part-time increased from 43
in 1998 (Gregory 1999), leading to Australia having one
per cent in the 1980s to 75 per cent in the 1990s (Borof the highest rates of joblessness in households with
land et al. 2001).
dependent children amongst OECD countries (Dawkins
Burbidge and Sheehan (2001) carried out one of the
et al. 2001). At the other end of the spectrum, the profew Australian studies which examined how part-time
portion of families with dependent children who have
employment has affected the distribution of work across
two parents employed increased from 40 per cent in
families. Burbidge and Sheehan examined the distribu1983 to 48 per cent in 2002 (ABS various years).
tion of employment within couple families as well as the
The rise in the number of work poor families in Ausfull-time and part-time employment rates for lone-parent
tralia is partly due to lone-parent families becoming an
families. They identified increases between 1981 and
increasingly common family type. Lone mothers have
2000 in the number of couple families with no job, or only
lower rates of employment than do couple mothers,
one part-time job; they also identified increases for the
resulting in high jobless rates for lone-parent families.
same period, but particularly in the 1990s, in the number
Joblessness has also increased in couple families. This
of families with one full-time and one part-time job.
is primarily due to a rise in the rates of unemployment
This paper expands on Burbidge and Sheehan’s work
and withdrawal from the labour market by fathers (Greby identifying the gender breakdown in changing patgory 1999). While it might be assumed that the increased
terns of full-time and part-time employment within
employment rates for women would have counterbalcouple families, and by examining how changes to lone
anced the growing unemployment for men and kept
mothers’ employment patterns contribute to changes in
family jobless rates low, this has not been the case. Greoverall employment trends for families with dependent
gory (1999) found that 91 per cent of employment growth
children. It explores the value of expanding the convenfor women in the last two decades can be accounted to
tional definition of work poor families to include not only
those with employed partners.
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to work status
fit in?

lone mothers employed part-time has more than
doubled, increasing from 11.8 per cent in 1983 to
26.8 per cent in 2002.
Full-time employment for lone mothers appears
to have been quite sensitive to the business cycle.
The rate fell during the recession of the early
1980s, then increased to a maximum of 28.7 per
cent in 1988, declined steadily to 20 per cent in
1998 before increasing slightly. The proportion of
lone mothers in full-time employment in 1983 was
very similar to the proportion in 2002, 20.3 per
cent and 21.0 per cent respectively.
The proportion of lone mothers in full-time
employment was greater than the proportion in
part-time employment until 1998. The rapid
growth in part-time employment and stability in
rates of full-time employment meant that from
1998 onwards a higher proportion of lone mothers
were in part-time employment.

Couple mothers with non-employed partner

jobless families, but also those with only one employed
parent working short part-time hours (that is, fewer than
15 hours per week). These families are not likely to be
much better off than those who are jobless, and are also
likely to be in receipt of income support payments.
Therefore, by the conventional definition of work poor,
the true number of families who are struggling in the
Australian labour market may be understated.
The figures presented are derived from the Labour
Force Survey conducted by the Australian Bureau of
Statistics (ABS). The time period examined is 1983 to
2002. i The analysis is restricted to families with
dependent children.

Employment trends by family type 1983-2002
The analysis of employment within families is conducted for five categories of families: lone mothers;
couple mothers with non-employed partners; couple
mothers with employed partners; couple fathers with
non-employed partners; and couple fathers with
employed partners. Couple families are broken into
these categories to allow the employment status of both
partners to be considered separately. Men and women
need to be examined separately given the gender differences in labour force status. Lone fathers are not
considered because the numbers are too small for the
Labour Force Survey to produce reliable estimates.
For each family type, figures on part-time employment and full-time employment are presented. Full-time
employment is defined as working 35 or more hours per
week.

The part-time employment rates for couple mothers whose partners were not employed rose from
8.0 per cent in 1983 to 16.9 per cent in 2002 (Figure 2). The proportion employed full-time also
increased at a similar rate, from 8.4 per cent in
1983 to 16.7 per cent in 2002.
Regarding non-employment, 66.4 per cent of
couple mothers with non-employed partners were not
employed in 2002. This is higher than the average rate
of joblessness for any other group of mothers with
dependent children.

Couple mothers with employed partners
Couple mothers with employed partners showed high
levels of full-time as well as part-time employment
growth. As Figure 3 shows, between 1983 and 2002, the
rate of full-time employment increased from 19.5 per
cent to 26.5 per cent, and part-time employment grew
from 25.6 per cent to 39.7 per cent.
A higher proportion of couple mothers with employed
partners were in part-time employment than full-time
employment for the whole period. The gap between parttime and full-time employment rates shows some
evidence of increasing towards the end of the period.

Couple fathers with non-employed partner
Figure 4 shows that the part-time employment rate for
couple fathers with non-employed partners increased
between 1983 and 2002, from 2.2 per cent to 6.3 per cent.
Full-time employment declined between 1983 and 1993,
dropping from 82.5 per cent to 71.9 per cent, then rose a
little to 74.3 per cent in 2002. This presumably indicates
the effect of the recession in the early 1990s on employment for couple fathers with non-employed partners.
Overall employment for couple fathers with nonemployed partners declined. In 1983, 15.2 per cent of
couple fathers with non-employed partners were not
employed themselves. This figure increased to 19.5 per
cent in 2002.

Lone mothers

Couple fathers with employed partners

There has been an increase in the proportion of lone
mothers in paid work over the period 1983 to 2002
(Figure 1). However, the majority of this increase has
been in the part-time labour market. The proportion of

As Figure 5 shows, the proportion of couple fathers with
employed partners who were in full-time employment
dropped from 93.3 per cent in 1983 to 87.6 per cent in
2002, and the proportion in part-time employment rose
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from 2.6 to 6.6 per cent over the same period. This
means that the overall rate of employment fell by 1.7
percentage points.

Differences between family types
Part-time employment rates have increased between
1983 and 2002 for all five family categories, though the
rate of change varied greatly. Lone mothers had the
greatest rise in part-time employment, with an increase
of 15 percentage points between 1983 and 2002.
For couple families, greater increases in part-time
employment were experienced by women than men. Of
Figure 1

Employment rates, lone mothers, 1983-2002
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Sources: ABS (1983-2000), Labour force status and other characteristics of families,
Australia, Catalogue 6224.0, ABS, Canberra. ABS (2001-2002), Labour Force,
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Sources: ABS (1983-2000), Labour force status and other characteristics of families,
Australia, Catalogue 6224.0, ABS, Canberra. ABS (2001-2002), Data Cubes, June,
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couple mothers, those with employed partners experienced stronger growth in part-time employment than
those with non-employed partners. Therefore, in terms
of the polarisation of work, it appears that for couple
mothers, growth in part-time employment resulted
more in the creation of work rich families than in an
increase in the proportion with low levels of employment. For couple fathers, the rate of growth in part-time
employment was the same for both those with
employed and non-employed partners.
The data presented in this paper do not provide any
direct information on the reasons for these changes;
however, a number of possibilities are canvassed below.
One possible explanation for the differing patterns for
women from different family types relates to preferences
for part-time versus full-time employment, and whether
these preferences can be achieved. As outlined above,
there was a majority of couple mothers with employed
partners in part-time employment over the whole period.
This is likely to reflect a preference for part-time employment due to the opportunity it provides for combining
employment with child-rearing and household tasks.
For couple mothers with non-employed partners the
rates of part-time and full-time employment fluctuated.
Over some periods there was a higher rate of full-time
than part-time and for others part-time was slightly
higher than full-time. However, the rates of full-time
and part-time employment were generally quite similar.
In contrast, for lone mothers, while there was a higher
proportion in full-time employment until 1998, strong
growth in part-time employment, coupled with a
decline in full-time employment, meant that from 1998
onwards part-time employment was more common.
Lone mothers and couple mothers with non-employed
partners may also have preferred part-time work, but
without the financial support of an employed partner,
they may not have found it to be financially viable.
If this is the case, it appears that an increasing number of lone mothers have been able to actualise their
preference for part-time work. This may be a result of
changes to the welfare system which have made parttime work economically more viable for lone mothers.
These changes have involved using earnings disregards
and having a rate of withdrawal of benefits of substantially less than 100 per cent (Gray and Stanton 2002).
Some support for this hypothesis is provided by the fact
that the proportion of lone mothers who received both
earnings and income support payments increased from
9 per cent in 1983 to 26.2 per cent in 2001 (FaCS 2001;
Whiteford and Angenent 2001).
The increases in part-time employment may also
have been the result of the availability of jobs. One of
the most notable features of the Australian labour market is that a high and increasing proportion of new jobs
created during the 1980s and 1990s were part-time
(Borland, Gregory and Sheehan 2001).
Another feature of the trends was that overall employment growth was greatest for couple mothers with
employed partners. This may indicate that those with
links to the workforce provided by employed partners
may be advantaged when competing in the labour market.
Alternatively, it may be related to partners having
shared values about work, wealth and welfare receipt and
thus both seeking similar levels of employment. Similarly, it may reflect the tendency for people to partner
with those with comparable levels of educational
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attainment and marketable skills to their own (Miller
1997). That is, women with human capital and other
characteristics which make them more likely to be
employed tend to partner with men who are also more
likely to be employed (that is, assortative mating). Consistent with this is the much smaller drop in full-time
employment rates and the lesser rise in the proportion
not employed for couple males with employed partners.
The lesser employment growth amongst both men and
women with non-employed partners may also be due,
in part, to the work disincentives generated by the
income support and tax systems (Dawkins et al. 2001).

families who are work poor is substantially reduced (to
8.3 per cent) when the definition is extended.
For couple fathers the likely effects of extending the
definition of work poor can be deduced. Couple fathers
with non-employed partners have experienced an
increase in part-time employment. We also know that for
all part-time employed couple fathers there has been a
substantial increase in the proportion working short parttime hours. If this trend is consistent for both categories
of fathers, not only would couple fathers with nonemployed partners have experienced increasing rates of
Figure 4
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Figure 5

Employment rates, couple fathers with employed
partners, 1983-2002
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This section explores the effect of redefining “work
poor families” to include not only jobless families, but
also those with only one part-time employed parent.
However, “part-time” is a broad category which incorporates all employed people who work fewer than 35
hours per week. This is potentially important for interpretation of the data. For example, a reduction in
working hours from 36 to 34 hours per week would
result in a change from full-time to part-time employment, but clearly makes very little difference to either
income or other issues such as work-life balance. The
aim of redefining work poor families is to identify families who are likely to be struggling in the labour market
and receiving no or very low earnings. Therefore, only
those working short part-time hours (1-15 hours per
week) are considered.
In order to examine the working hours of part-time
employees, information is presented in Table 1 on the
proportion working “short part-time hours” (1–14
hours per week) and “long part-time hours” (15–34
hours per week). This is presented for lone mothers,
couple mothers and couple fathers.
Table 1 shows that of the groups being examined,
lone mothers had the highest proportion of part-time
employees working short hours (44 per cent in 2002).
Both lone and couple mothers experienced a modest
increase in the proportion of part-time employees working longer part-time hours. For lone mothers this
increase was from 50.7 per cent in 1983 to 56.0 per cent
in 2002. For couple mothers the increase was from 54.8
per cent in 1983 to 58.7 per cent in 2002. In contrast, for
part-time employed couple fathers, there was a sizeable
decline in the proportion working longer hours, from
72.2 per cent in 1983 to 63.6 per cent in 2002.
Unfortunately the figures on hours of part-time work
could not be broken down according to partner’s employment status since this information is not available in the
published ABS data. Therefore, using the published data,
the number of couple families who have only one
employed partner working short part-time hours cannot
be ascertained. However, there is sufficient information on
lone mothers to allow an exploration of the effect of
extending the definition of “work poor” to include those
working short part-time hours.
Using the conventional definition, the proportion of
families headed by lone mothers who were work poor
decreased by 15.7 percentage points, from 67.9 per cent
in 1983 to 52.2 per cent in 2002. The proportion considered to be work poor is substantially higher when
those who work short part-time hours are included (63.1
per cent in 2002). Also, the decline in the proportion of

Per cent of population

Re-defining work poor families

Figure 4. Employment rates, couple fathers with
non-employed partners, 1983-2002

Year
Sources: ABS (1983-2000), Labour force status and other characteristics of families,
Australia, Catalogue 6224.0, ABS, Canberra. ABS (2001-2002), Data Cubes, June,
Catalogue 6291.0.40.001, table fm1, ABS, Canberra.

Table 1

Distribution of number of hours work by gender and
family type, part-time employees, 1983-2002
Lone mothers

Couple mothers

Couple fathers

1-14
hours

15-34
hours

1-14
hours

1-14
hours

15-34
hours

1983

49.3

50.7

45.2

54.8

27.8

72.2

1988

42.1

57.9

42.5

57.5

29.9

70.1

1993

45.9

54.1

37.9

62.1

33.6

66.4

1998

40.5

59.5

36.4

63.6

36.9

63.1

2002

44.0

56.0

41.3

58.7

36.4

63.6

Year

15-34
hours

Per cent

Sources: ABS (various years), Labour force status and other characteristics of families,
Australia, Catalogue 6224.0. ABS (2001-2002), Data Cubes, June, Catalogue
6291.0.40.001, table fm1, ABS, Canberra.
Notes: The 2002 figures are categorised as those working 0-15 hours and 16-34
hours. Those working no part-time hours have been excluded.
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family joblessness but we could assume that there have
also been substantial increases in the proportion working
short part-time hours. This means that by extending the
definition of work poor, with reference to couple fathers,
a much higher number of families would be considered to
be work poor and the rate of increase in the number of
work poor families would also be substantially higher.
This has important implications. By using the conventional definition of work poor and focusing primarily
on jobless families, many researchers and policy makers
are likely to be understating the rate of increase and the
number of families who are losing out in the Australian
labour market and who are likely to experience poverty
and reliance on the income support system.

Overview of family employment trends
The picture with respect to the distribution of employment for different family types (above) is complex. It is
therefore of value to construct a simple summary measure of changes to employment within families. This
measure needs to distinguish between part-time and
full-time employment, something which is rarely done
in the existing literature.
A summary measure can be constructed by numerically representing the total amount of employment
within families. Full-time jobs are given the value of 1,
part-time jobs the value of 0.5, and non-employment
Figure 6

Number of jobs within families, couples with
dependent children, 1983-2002
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the value of 0. This allows the amount of employment to
be measured by summing the total number of jobs held
by parents within the family.
To give an example, a couple consisting of a full-time
employed father and a part-time employed mother,
would have 1.5 jobs. Similarly, a couple family in which
the father is employed part-time and the mother fulltime would have 1.5 jobs. Couples with both parents
employed part-time are represented with the number 1
and are not therefore distinguished from families with
one parent in full-time work. It needs to be borne in
mind that use of these measurements does not mean
that part-time employees always work half the hours of
full-time employees.
Initially, the focus is on employment in couple families, for whom a greater range of job values are possible.
Figure 6 shows the summary measure of the number of
jobs within couple families for the period 1983 to 2002.
In 1983, 49.4 per cent of couples with dependent children had one job. In most cases this meant that the male
was employed full-time and the female was not
employed. However, by 2002 the proportion of couple
families with one job fell to 31.7 per cent. This drop is
mostly due to the increased employment rates of women,
although an increase in joblessness also contributed
somewhat. In other words, as previous studies have
shown, employment has been polarised across families.
For those with both parents employed – that is, the
work rich – it is more common to have one parent
employed full-time and the other part-time than to have
both parents employed full-time. The proportion of families with both parents employed full-time increased from
17.0 per cent to 21.9 per cent between 1983 and 2002.
There was a greater increase for families with one parent
employed full-time and the other part-time, from 22.6 per
cent to 35.0 per cent. This is mainly the result of women
taking on part-time positions while their partners are
working full-time. By not considering part-time employment in definitions of work rich families, these different
employment experiences and changing patterns of
employment of those within this group are overlooked.
The rate of joblessness in couple families appears to
have been quite sensitive to the business cycle. The rate
fell from 8.8 per cent in 1983 as the economy recovered
after the recession of the early 1980s. Joblessness in
couple families then increased again to a maximum rate
of 10.8 in 1993 during the recession of the early 1990s
before dropping back to 7.2 per cent in 2002.
Only 2.1 per cent of couple families had only one parent
employed part-time in 1983. This doubled to 4.2 per cent
in 2002. Combined, families who were jobless or with only
one parent employed part-time accounted for 10.9 per
cent of couple families in 1983 and 11.4 per cent in 2002.
It seems that an overwhelming majority of couple families have increased rather than reduced their combined
level of employment as a result of a greater availability of
part-time work. There has been an increase in the number of couples with dependent children with only one
part-time job between them, but these couples only represent a very small portion of the population and the
increase is slight. Far more substantial is the increase in
the number of families with one parent employed fulltime and the other employed part-time.
In accordance with previous research, these analyses
show that the number of jobless families increases substantially when lone parents are considered. Figure 7 is
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similar to Figure 6 but includes lone mothers and lone
families are considered according to each partner’s
fathers. As Figure 7 shows, in 1983, 16.2 per cent of famemployment status, there is one group that appears to
ilies with dependent children had neither parent
be falling behind. Couple fathers with non-employed
employed. After a decline, joblessness within families
partners have experienced increases in joblessness as
peaked again at 18.1 per cent in 1993. This is attributable
well as in part-time employment. Looking at overall
to the severe recession in the early 1990s. However, with
trends for couple fathers it also appears that the majorthe inclusion of lone parents the rate of joblessness does
ity of the increase in part-time employment has been
not follow a downward trend from 1993 as it did for coufor those working less than 15 hours per week. This
ple families. Instead it peaks again in 1998 at 18.5 per
means that an increasing proportion families consisting
cent before dropping back to 16.9 per cent in 2002. Overof a couple father with a non employed partner appear
all, the proportion of jobless families increased by only 0.7
to be receiving either limited or no earnings.
percentage points between 1983 and 2002.
The proportion of families with only one
part-time job increased steadily between
1983 and 2002. In 1983, 3.3 per cent of
families had only one parent employed
part-time compared to 8.9 per cent in
2002. The rate of increase is greater when
lone parents are considered. This indicates
Increased take-up of part-time employment has contributed to a growth in
that the increasing incidence of lone parent
both the number of work rich and work poor families in Australia.
families not only plays a key role in the
increasing rates of joblessness but also in the increasing
Clear differences within the groups of families clasnumber of families with low levels of employment.
sified as work rich and work poor illustrate the
Combining jobless families with those with only one
necessity to differentiate between full-time and partpart-time employee provides a somewhat concerning
time employment in discussions of the polarisation of
picture. In 1983, 19.5 per cent of families were either
families according to work status.
jobless or only had one parent employed part-time.
Note
This figure had increased to 25.8 per cent by 2002.
1. The validity of the comparison in labour force status over time
That means that more than a quarter of Australian famdepends upon consistent definitions being used in the data collecilies with dependent children are either receiving no
tion. The Labour Force Survey data presented in this paper is
broadly comparable. The major definitional change is that prior to
income from employment or only one part-time wage.
1991, the lone mother category may have included a small number
This is particularly concerning when we consider that
of mothers who were in a defacto relationship.
in 2002, 41 per cent of part-time employed parents
References
worked less than 15 hours per week.

Conclusion
Part-time employment has grown rapidly over recent
years. While many recent studies have focused on the
polarisation of work across families, few have examined
how part-time employment contributes to this polarisation. Findings from the above analysis indicate that
increased take-up of part-time employment has contributed to a growth in both the number of work rich
and work poor families in Australia.
Lone mothers, in particular, have contributed to the
increased number of families with only one part-time
job. Not only has there been an increase in the proportion of families which are headed by lone mothers, but of
the family types examined, they experienced the highest
rate of growth in part-time employment. Lone mothers
also had the highest proportion of part-time employees
working short hours. This highlights the importance of
changes to the welfare system that have increased the
amount of income support available to part-time
employed lone mothers. Without the increasing generosity of earnings disregards and withdrawal rates of
government benefits many lone parent families would be
likely to have to rely on income from very few hours of
work or be working more hours than they prefer.
Overall, couple families seemed to increase rather
than decrease their combined level of employment by
the uptake of part-time work. There was a much greater
increase in the number of couple families with one parttime and one full-time job than in the number with only
one part-time job between them. However, when couple

Australian Institute of Family Studies

ABS (various years), Labour Force Status and Other Characteristics
of Families, Australian Bureau of Statistics, Canberra, Catalogue
No. 6224.0.
ABS (2001-2002), Labour Force, Australia, June, Australian Bureau
of Statistics, Canberra, Catalogue 6203.0.
ABS (2001-2002), Data Cubes, June, table fm1, Australian Bureau of
Statistics, Canberra, Catalogue 6291.0.40.001.
Borland, J., Gregory, R. & Sheehan, P. (2001), “Inequality and economic
change”, in J. Borland, B. Gregory & P. Sheehan (eds) Work Rich and
Work Poor: Inequality and Economic Change in Australia, Centre
for Strategic Economic Studies, Victoria University, Melbourne.
Burbidge, A. & Sheehan, P. (2001), “The polarisation of families”, in J.
Borland, B. Gregory P. Sheehan (eds), Work Rich and Work Poor:
Inequality and Economic Change in Australia, Centre for
Strategic Economic Studies, Victoria University, Melbourne.
Dawkins, P., Gregg, P. & Scutella, R. (2001), The Growth of Jobless
Households in Australia, Working Paper no. 3/01, Melbourne
Institute for Applied Economic and Social Research, The
University of Melbourne, Melbourne.
FaCS (2001), Annual Report 2000-2001, Department of Family and
Community Services, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra.
Gray, M. & Stanton, D. (2002), Lessons of United States Welfare
Reforms for Australian Social Policy, Research Paper 29,
Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne.
Gregory, R. (1999), Children and the Changing Labour Market:
Joblessness in Families With Dependent Children, Discussion
Paper no. 406, Australian National University Centre for Economic
Policy Research, Canberra.
Miller, P. (1997), “The burden of unemployment on family units:
An overview”, The Australian Economic Review, vol. 30, no. 1,
pp. 16-30.
Whiteford, P. & Angenent G. (2001), The Australian System of Social
Protection: An Overview (2nd edn), Occasional Paper Number 6,
Department of Family and Community Services, Canberra.

Jennifer Renda is a Research Officer at the Australian Institute
of Family Studies, working in the Institute’s Family and Society
Program. The author would like to thank Matthew Gray and
Wendy Stone for their insights and comments on earlier drafts of
this paper.

Family Matters No.64 Autumn 2003

21

Multiple and severe disadvantage
among lone mothers
receiving income support
Efforts to improve the social and economic participation of lone mothers receiving welfare should
be mindful of the obstacles experienced by many of these women, and recognise the need for
appropriate support and services for those who require assistance.
PETER BUTTERWORTH

ince 1999, reform of the income support
or welfare system has been a priority of
the Australian Government. One of the
key client groups targeted by the reforms
and policy initiatives is lone parents, particularly lone mothers who comprise the vast
majority of lone parents. The aim of this paper is to
quantify the extent to which lone mothers experience personal circumstances – or barriers – that
are likely to impede or make more difficult their
transition into employment.
The paper outlines the key aspects of welfare
reform in Australia, then discusses research examining barriers and obstacles to employment and
workforce participation, and the prevalence and consequences of these factors for lone mothers. Drawing
on data from the National Survey of Mental Health
and Wellbeing, conducted by the Australian Bureau of
Statistics, it sets these issues in an Australian context.

S

The Australian experience of welfare reform
Although welfare reform is an international phenomenon, the Australian experience is unique in
terms of the drivers of reform and the responses
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being implemented (FaCS 2002). An obvious impetus of welfare reform is concern about the growing
number and percentage of people of working age
receiving income support payments.
Some policy analysts question the sustainability
of current welfare expenditure. Maximising workforce participation and productivity among people of
working age will also be increasingly important in an
environment in which, over the next 50 years, structural ageing will reduce the proportion of the
Australian population of working age.
Analysts are also concerned that passive
welfare promotes a culture of dependency and the
development of attitudes and values inconsistent
with work (Mead 2000). There is also concern about
the number of children growing up in jobless families
and the related issue of trans-generational welfare
dependency (McCoull and Pech 2000).
Other drivers of welfare reform include: addressing
the complexity of the current system; modernising
the system to reflect current community views and
family structures, and to match current labour market conditions; and addressing financial disincentives
to work.
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The central element of welfare reform is an emphasis on participation (involvement in work or work-like
activities) as a prerequisite for receipt of payments
rather than a passive income support system. Promoting involvement in economic and/or social
activities is a strategy to promote or maintain welfare
recipients’ self-sufficiency and independence. In Australia, mutual obligations and activity requirements
are strategies used to promote active participation.
However, welfare reform in Australia has a
broader focus. Participation requirements are
designed to match each individual’s abilities and
capacity (FaCS 2000). Welfare reform also involves
targeted and individualised assistance. A range of
services and programs (for example, Personal Support Program, Personal Advisers) have been
implemented to support individuals to achieve these
aims and provide assistance to those with substantial
barriers to participation in the workforce.

Why lone mothers?
In Australia, 22 per cent of families with children aged
under 15 are lone-parent families, and most of these
(around 90 per cent) are headed by women. Around
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20 per cent of Australian children live in lone-parent
families (ABS 2002). Lone mothers are more likely to
be income support recipients than partnered mothers, and they are also less likely to be working. There
are particular concerns about the welfare of children
in jobless families. The majority of jobless families are
headed by unpartnered women (FaCS 2002).
Lone parents are one of the client groups targeted
by the range of welfare reforms which are either
being implemented or planned for the future. For
example, those people receiving Parenting Payment
(including lone mothers) with young children (aged
6–12 years) will be required to have annual participation interviews with a Personal Adviser, and those
with older children will be required to undertake six
hours of activity per week (FaCS 2000).
In United States welfare research, concerns have
been expressed that a substantial minority of lone
mothers have not benefited from the introduction of
a more active welfare system and have had difficulty
moving off welfare and into employment (Danziger,
Corcoran et al. 2000; Jayakody, Danziger and Pollack
2000). As a result, there have been efforts to identify
and understand the types of personal characteristics
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that may be an obstacle to employment. Recent Australian research examining longitudinal income
support data has shown that many lone mothers
spend a considerable period of time on welfare, both
on Parenting Payment Single and other income support payments (Gregory and Klug 2001).
Thus, for a variety of reasons it is important to
examine the types of barriers and obstacles that
may limit these women’s opportunities to move into
employment and cause them to spend longer periods of time on welfare.

Examining different types of barriers
Most research on the employment of welfare recipients examines the role of structural barriers such as
access to child care, transport issues, job availability

characteristics. Evidence shows that many lone parents on welfare have poor levels of education, do not
have job-relevant skills, and lack workforce experience, and that these characteristics are associated
with continued receipt of welfare and unemployment
(Danziger, Corcoran et al. 2000; Kalil, Schweingruber, and Seefeldt 2001; Olson and Pavetti 1996).
Using Australian data, Gray, Qu, de Vaus and Millward (2002) demonstrated that human capital and
other socio-demographic characteristics, such as
level of educational attainment, number of children,
regional location, and home ownership, are associated with employment for both partnered and lone
mothers. Many social policy responses emphasise
these human-capital aspects (for example, transitionto-work; Jobs, Education and Training program).

Evidence shows that many lone parents on
welfare have poor levels of education, do not have
job-relevant skills, and lack workforce experience,
and that these characteristics are associated with
continued receipt of welfare and unemployment.

and financial disincentives (Jayakody and Stauffer
2000). This approach is inappropriate when the
objective is to explain the variability in the outcomes
achieved by lone mothers in similar circumstances.
The research that has examined personal barriers to
employment has concentrated on human-capital

There is also growing recognition in international research and policy that psychological and
personal characteristics such as poor mental
health, substance use disorders, physical health
problems, and domestic violence are more prevalent among welfare recipients and that these
characteristics represent a substantial barrier to
increased workforce participation, self-reliance and
movement off welfare (Danziger, Corcoran et al.
2000; Danziger, Kalil and Anderson 2000; Horwitz
and Kerker 2001; Jayakody et al. 2000; Jayakody
and Stauffer 2000; Kalil et al. 2001; Salomon, Bassuk and Brooks 1996; Tolman and Raphael 2000).
The available literature comes mainly from the
United States. While there is limited local research

ABOUT THE MEASURES
This section provides detail of the measures used to construct each
of the five categories of barriers. Further information about the scales
and scoring methods is available in Butterworth (2002).
Human capital barriers: The survey collected socio-demographic
information including labour force history (no labour force experience) and educational attainment (not completed secondary
education). Individuals were considered to have a human capital
barrier if they met either one of these criteria.
Mental health barrier: The primary diagnostic component of the
survey was based on a computerised version of the Composite
International Diagnostic Interview (CIDI) Version 2.1. The CIDI is a
fully structured standardised interview used to assess mental disorders in research settings and provide diagnoses according to
standard and accepted definitions and criteria. This analysis used
the International Classification of Diseases, 10th revision (ICD-10)
classification to identify the presence of any anxiety disorder or any
depressive disorder in the previous 12 months. The Kessler 10
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scale of psychological distress identified respondents with a substantial level of psychological distress during the previous month
(those with a score of 20 or greater). Psychosis screening questions
identified respondents likely to have schizophrenia or schizoaffective disorder. Individuals were considered to have a mental health
barrier if they met criteria for any one of these disorders.
Substance use disorders: The CIDI was also used to identify survey respondents meeting the ICD-10 criteria for harmful alcohol
use or dependence, or harmful drug use or dependence in the
previous 12 months.
Physical conditions and disability: A 12-item scale was used to
identify self-reported common chronic physical conditions. These
included asthma, chronic bronchitis, anemia, high blood pressure,
heart problems, arthritis, kidney disease, diabetes, cancer, stomach
or duodenal ulcer, chronic gallbladder or liver problems and hernia
or rupture. Respondents with a standardised scale score of below
40 on the physical-health summary scale of the SF-12 were cate-
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examining these issues, the direction of welfare
reform in Australia shows that the importance of
these types of personal barriers has been recognised and that the issue is on the policy agenda.
What is not known, however, is the extent and
prevalence of these types of barriers among welfare
recipients in Australia.
Mental disorders are the leading cause of nonfatal disease burden in Australia (Mathers, Vos and
Stevenson 1999). That is, mental health problems
are the cause of the greatest level of impairment,
functional limitation and role restriction. Mental
disorders significantly reduce workforce participation, hours able to be worked, and productivity at
work (Kessler and Frank 1997).
Mental health problems are also an important
predictor of welfare recipients’ continued reliance
on welfare or movement into employment. The
study of low-prevalence disorders conducted as part
of the Australian National Survey of Mental Health
and Wellbeing (Jablensky et al. 1999) found that 85
per cent of people with psychotic disorders rely on
government payments. Common mental disorders,
such as anxiety and depression, are much more
prevalent than psychotic disorders, and are also
associated with difficultly finding and maintaining
employment, receipt of welfare, and low income
(Danziger, Kalil et al. 2000; Jayakody and Stauffer
2000; Olson and Pavetti 1996). Given the well-documented relationship between mental health and
socio-demographic factors such as unemployment,
poverty and sole-parent status, it is not surprising
that the prevalence of mental health problems is
greater among lone mothers on welfare than in the
general population (Butterworth 2002; Danziger,
Kalil et al. 2000; Olson and Pavetti 1996).
Research on the association between alcohol and
drug use and welfare receipt is less consistent,
partly reflecting the use of many different types of
measures in the research. International evidence
shows that illegal drug use and drug dependence is

more prevalent among welfare recipients, while
alcohol use/dependence is not consistently shown
to be more prevalent among welfare recipients
(Danziger, Kalil et al. 2000; Jayakody et al. 2000;
Olson and Pavetti 1996). Nonetheless, alcohol and
drug use is commonly cited as a major impediment
to employment (Jayakody et al. 2000).
Lone mothers on welfare also report greater levels of physical disability and poorer physical health
than those not receiving welfare (Danziger, Kalil et
al. 2000; Olson and Pavetti 1996). It was shown by
Kalil et al. (2001) that lone mothers on welfare with
chronic physical health problems were much less
likely to be working than those without health problems. In a recent review, Baker and Tippin (2002)
concluded that poor physical health was a barrier to
employment for lone mothers on welfare.
Finally, this analysis also considers lone mothers’ experience of physical and sexual violence.
There are several reasons for considering this issue.
Experience of domestic violence has been identified
as a barrier to employment, both indirectly through
an association with poorer mental and physical
health, and directly though an abusive (former)
partner’s interference in the workplace, or with
efforts to improve skills or education (Danziger,
Corcoran et al. 2000; Tolman and Raphael 2000).
In research relevant to current concerns about
long-term welfare receipt in Australia, Salomon et
al. (1996) found that women who cycled on and off
welfare reported much higher levels of violence and
abuse than those with only a single episode on welfare. There was a strong association between
long-term welfare receipt and experience of domestic violence. These measures of violence are also
relevant as experience of significant trauma may be
a barrier to help-seeking behaviours (Miranda and
Green 1999). Childhood abuse is associated with
increased risk of later relationship difficulties,
divorce/separation, and lone-parent status (Bifulco,
Brown and Adler 1991).

gorised with a moderate or severe disability. Respondents were
classified with a physical health barrier if they reported any of the
physical conditions or met the physical disability criterion.
Experience of traumatic events (physical and sexual violence):
Personal experience of physical and sexual violence was indexed
by items from the post-traumatic stress disorder component of
the CIDI. The four items analysed reflect reported lifetime experience of rape, sexual molestation, serious physical assault or
attack, and attack with a weapon or torture. Respondents reporting any of these were considered to have a trauma barrier.

ABOUT THE ANALYSES

members of a group have a particular condition or experience. For
example, the odds or the risk of lone-mother recipients having a
mental health problem is the number of women with a mental
health problem divided by the number who do not have a mental
health problem. Odds ratios can be calculated by dividing the odds
for one group (lone-mother recipients) by those for another group
(all other mothers). The result provides a direct indication of the
greater or lesser risk of having a particular condition for those in
one group compared to another. For example, the odds (or risk) of
a lone-mother recipient having a mental health problem are
almost three times (2.97) that of other mothers. Odds ratios for each
type of barrier are presented in the final column of Table 1.

The percentage of women in each group with each of the individual
conditions, traumatic experiences or characteristics, was calculated, as
was the percentage identified with each type of barrier (Table 1). Logistic regression models confirmed that lone-mother recipients were
more likely to experience each type of barrier than other mothers.

Formal statistical analysis were also conducted to confirm the significance of the greater prevalence of multiple barriers among
lone-mother recipients. One-way analysis of variance and poisson
regression confirmed that lone-mother recipients experienced more
barriers than other mothers.

These analyses focus on odds – a common approach in medical
and clinical research. Odds provide a measure of the risk that

Data were analysed using SPSS and STATA. Data were weighted to
reflect the probability of selection within the population.
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Finally, many researchers hypothesise that mental
disorders and substance-use disorders are often a
consequence of earlier traumatic experiences. It
could be that welfare recipients have greater exposure
to trauma across their lives (Turner, Wheaton and
Lloyd 1995) or, alternatively, have fewer resources
(financial, social support, resilience, coping skills) to
adequately manage life’s stressors (McLeod and
Kessler 1990).

Multiple barriers
There is evidence that the co-occurrence of barriers
is associated with more negative consequences than
the presence of a single barrier. For example, Kessler
and Frank (1997) found the level of work impairment experienced by workers with multiple common
mental disorders was much greater than that of
workers with only a single mental disorder. American
research on welfare recipients indicates that the
presence of multiple barriers, particularly where
these barriers are from different domains (for example, a mental health problem together with physical
disability) is much more limiting than a single barrier
(Danziger, Corcoran et al. 2000; Danziger, Kalil et al.
2000; Olson and Pavetti 1996). Lone mothers on welfare who experience multiple obstacles have more
difficulty finding and maintaining employment and
are less likely to move off welfare.
The research discussed has been primarily conducted with welfare populations in the United
States. It is important to examine these issues in an
Australian context. The aim of this paper, therefore, is to estimate the prevalence of the individual
types of barriers amongst Australian lone mothers
receiving income support, as well as exploring the
extent to which these barriers co-occur.
Table 1

This paper reports analysis of data from the
National Survey of Mental Health and Wellbeing,
conducted by the Australian Bureau of Statistics in
1997. The survey was designed to provide data on
the prevalence of common mental disorders, the
associated levels of disability, and the use of health
services in Australia. The survey was based on a
representative sample of people aged 18 or over in
Australian households. There were 10,641 respondents, with a response rate of 78 per cent.
The analysis is restricted to female respondents of
workforce age (those aged under 60) and who were
parents (defined as having a child aged 16 or under in
home and previously given birth to a child).
Within this category, three groups were identified.
• The group of primary interest in the analysis
comprised women who reported that they did
not have a partner (separated, divorced, widowed or never married), and that government
allowances or payments were their main source
of income: 398 lone-mother recipients.
• A control (comparison) group comprised women
who reported that they were married or living in
a de facto relationship, and that government
allowances or payments were their main source
of income: 425 partnered-mother recipients.
• In the third group were women who reported that
government allowances or pensions were not their
main source of income regardless of relationship
status: 1409 non-recipient mothers (unweighted).
There were a number of different measures examined
for each of the five categories of barrier (see Box 1).

Per cent of mothers in each group with each type of barrier. Odds ratios compare lone-mother recipients’ risk with
that of other mothers combined
Lone-mother
recipients
a
(%)

Partnered-mother
recipients
b
(%)

Non-recipient
mothers
c
(%)

Human capital barrier
Not completed secondary education
Never worked

75
75
4

64
63
6

52
52
1

2.48

Mental health barrier

47

27

22

2.97

20
30
29
5

10
15
18
1

9
11
11
1

12

4

3

10
5

3
2

3
1

47

33

32

18
40

15
28

11
25

47

23

21

19
24
26
21

7
9
9
7

6
10
7
7

Types of barriers
Individual conditions, traumas, characteristics

Depressive disorder
Anxiety disorder
Substantial psychological distress
Positive to psychosis screeners
Substance use barrier
Alcohol use disorder/dependence
Other sub use disorder/dependence
Physical condition or disability
Moderate /severe physical disability
Common physical conditions
Physical/sexual violence
Rape
Sexually molestation
Serious physical attack/assault
Threatened with weapon or tortured
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Odds ratios
Comparison of risk for
lone-mother recipients
and all other mothers

a vs (b & c)

3.86

1.90

3.31
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Striking differences were observed in
the prevalence of mental health
problems, substance use disorders
and lifetime experience of physical
and sexual violence.

Results
Table 1 shows the percentage of women in each
group with each of the individual conditions, traumatic experiences or characteristics, and the
percentage identified with each type of barrier. The
table also presents odds ratios, which compare the
risk of lone mother recipients having each type of
barrier with the risk for all other mothers (see Box 1).
The data show that lone mothers receiving welfare were more likely than mothers in the other two
groups to experience each type of barrier. Striking
differences were observed in the prevalence of mental health problems, substance use disorders and
lifetime experience of physical and sexual violence.
In most instances, the partnered recipients were
more similar to non-recipient mothers than to lone
mothers receiving income support.
Most of the mothers had not completed secondary
education, although the overwhelming majority had
some form of labour force experience. Those who were
receiving income support, and particularly lone mothers, were more likely than other mothers to have poor
education. Those on welfare were less likely than the
others to have previous work experience, with no
marked difference between lone and partnered mothers. The odds ratios show that lone-mother recipients’
risk of having a human capital barrier was around twoand-a-half times that of other mothers (see Box 1).
Almost one-third of lone-mother recipients had
experienced an anxiety disorder, and around 20 per
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Figure 1

Percent with barriers

Those without any work experience or who had not
completed high-school were classified with a humancapital barrier. Women were considered to have a
mental health barrier if they reported symptoms of
an anxiety or depressive disorder, had a clinical level
of psychological distress, or were identified by psychosis screening questions. Substance use barriers
were based on the presence of alcohol or substanceuse or dependence disorders. Women identified with
a chronic physical condition or who reported substantial physical limitations were considered to have
a physical health barrier. Women were classified as
having experienced physical or sexual violence if
they reported lifetime experience of rape, sexual
molestation, serious physical attack or assault, being
attacked with a weapon or being tortured.

cent reported symptoms
indicative of a depressive
disorder in the previous 12
months. These rates are considerably higher than the
rates for both the partnered
recipients and the non-recipient groups. A similar
pattern is observed for the less prevalent psychotic
disorders. Around 5 per cent of lone-mother recipients were identified by the psychosis screening
questions compared to less than 1 per cent in each of
the other two groups. Overall, the risk of lone-mother
recipients having a mental health barrier was almost
three times the risk of other mothers.
Substance-use disorders were much less common than most of the other types of barriers
examined in this analysis, but lone-mother recipients were shown to be more likely to experience
both alcohol and other drug use disorders than
mothers in the other two groups. The risk of lonemother recipients having a substance-use barrier
was almost four times that of other mothers.
Lone mothers also reported higher rates of common physical conditions than mothers in both of
the other groups. The results were similar for the
measure of physical disability. The odds ratio shows
lone mothers had almost twice the risk of having a
physical health barrier than other mothers.
The data also confirm the increased prevalence of
physical and sexual violence in the lives of Australian
lone mothers receiving welfare. Around 20–25 per
cent reported each of the traumas: rape, sexual
molestation, being the victim of serious physical
attack or assault, and being threatened with a
weapon, tortured or terrorised. The prevalence rates
for each of these individual traumas in the other two
groups were consistently under 10 per cent. Overall,
the risk of lone mothers having a trauma barrier were
more than three times the risk of the other mothers.
Number of types of barriers experienced by mothers in each
of the three groups

45
40
35
30
25
20
15
10
5
0

Lone mother recipients
Partnered mother recipients
Non recipient mothers

No
barriers

1 type
of barrrier

2 types
of barrier

3 types
of barrier
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of barrier

5 types
of barrier
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It is important to recognise that the prevalence
and odds ratios for the overall barriers underestimate
the extent of the disadvantage experienced by
lone-mother recipients. This group has greater
co-occurrence of barriers within categories. For
example, around 3 per cent of lone mothers on welfare had both an alcohol disorder and another
drug-use or dependence disorder compared to only 1
per cent of mothers in the other groups. Similarly, 13
per cent of lone-mother recipients experienced both
anxiety and depressive disorders compared to 4 per
cent of other mothers. This greater overlap seems to
reflect both the greater prevalence of the individual
barriers and a more significant association between
some of the measures.

experience mental disorders and severe mental
health problems; have physical health conditions
and physical limitations; have an alcohol or other
substance-use disorder; and have previously experienced physical and sexual violence.
Lone mothers receiving income support were also
much more likely to experience multiple barriers
than those in the other two groups. The data showed
that there was a high co-occurrence or interconnection between the various measures of personal,
psychological and social disadvantage among lone
mothers. It is likely that this co-occurrence reflects
the systemic and entrenched nature of their disadvantage. A substantial minority of women have
multiple barriers including early childhood adversity,

Efforts to improve engagement and participation
will provide the opportunity to assist lone mothers
to overcome their barriers and improve their social
functioning and economic circumstances, and
those of their children.

Although the co-occurrence within barriers may
be important (Kessler and Frank 1997), the current
analysis of multiple barriers examines the prevalence
of different types of barriers (for example, both mental and physical barriers). Figure 1 presents data on
the number of types of barriers experienced by mothers in each of the three groups. The data shows that
the majority of non-recipients have none or only a
single type of barrier (around 65 per cent). This is
similar to the results for partnered women on welfare,
where about 55 per cent have one or none of the barriers examined in this study. For this group, around 5
per cent have four or more types of barriers.
The data for lone mothers receiving income support are very different. The majority (around 70 per
cent) have two or more types of barrier. Further,
almost 20 per cent have four or more types of barriers. It is clear that lone mothers on welfare have
more barriers than other mothers.

Discussion
Research from the United States has shown that
the majority of lone mothers in receipt of welfare
have multiple personal barriers. This finding is critical as there is a strong association between the
number of barriers a person experiences and their
likelihood of employment (Danziger, Corcoran et
al. 2000). The analysis here has confirmed these
findings with Australian welfare recipients. Lone
mothers receiving income support payments were
more likely to experience each of the types of barriers and conditions examined in this analysis than
partnered recipients and non-recipient mothers.
Lone mothers were more likely to: lack human
capital skills (education and work experience);
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domestic violence or other forms of physical and sexual violence, relationship difficulties, physical and
mental health problems, limited labour market skills
or attachment, and poor educational achievement.
These factors, along with other characteristics
such as poverty, hardship, and poor personal
resources and coping abilities, can be considered indicators of the structural context of the lives of these
women.

Limitations
There are many other variables that could have been
considered in this analysis, but in many cases appropriate data items were not available in the National
Survey of Mental Health and Wellbeing dataset. There
was no detailed information on financial circumstances, which is an important predictor of mental
health. The analysis could have considered other
socio-economic measures. For example, lone-mother
recipients were much more likely to be in rental housing in comparison to those in the other groups. This
may be an indication of their poorer financial circumstances or the current instability in their lives.
Similarly, lone mothers on welfare were much more
likely to reside in the most disadvantaged socio-economic areas and in non-metropolitan areas. These
residential circumstances are likely to make finding
and maintaining employment more difficult. It is possible that some of the variability in measures such as
mental health reflect the consequences (perhaps
transitory) of relationship breakdown. Examining
duration since separation/divorce would enable
assessment of the contribution of this effect.
The fact that the survey is cross-sectional also
limits interpretation. It is, for example, not possible
to resolve whether receipt of welfare, poverty and
unemployment are the cause of personal barriers
such as poorer mental health, or whether the presence of a mental health problem is a factor leading
to selection into unemployment, poverty and welfare dependence (see Turner et al. 1995).
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However, for the purposes of this discussion these
issues are not relevant. There is compelling evidence
that the types of barriers examined in this paper do
represent an obstacle to employment and self-sufficiency. Therefore, regardless of whether the cause of
the barrier was unemployment itself, it behoves policy
makers to consider ways to better address these issues
to promote the achievement of positive outcomes.

Policy implications
In the context of welfare reform, evidence that lone
mothers are very likely to experience substantial and
multiple barriers to employment is not necessarily
counter to the introduction of participation requirements. Rather, better understanding of the extent of
the disadvantage experienced by many women
within this group provides an incentive for action.
Efforts to improve engagement and participation
will provide the opportunity to assist lone mothers
to overcome their barriers and improve their social
functioning and economic circumstances, and
those of their children. However, it is also critical
that appropriate support and services are available
for those who require assistance.
These data support the types of policy directions
adopted internationally, emphasising: the identification of those with barriers to workforce participation
(through screening and assessment processes); promoting knowledge and awareness of these barriers
among service delivery staff; and policy consideration of how programs and services can better assist
clients or link them with other services.
It is important to consider the rationale for examining the prevalence of these factors among welfare
recipients. It is not an attempt to justify or explain
away welfare dependence – for example, many
women currently in employment also experience
these barriers. Neither is the analysis of personal barriers seeking to condemn or lay blame on individuals
for their current circumstances. Rather, the analysis
is an attempt to increase understanding of important
characteristics that are related to employment and
self-reliance. This knowledge is crucial because, without it, the policy response could focus on options that
may be ineffective for many of these women.
Finally, this analysis has identified a number of
directions for future research. One early step is to
explore the association between these different barriers and employment. Research is also needed to
explore the causal pathways and mediators between
these factors (for example, the effect of trauma and
abuse mediated through mental health) and others
not examined in this analysis (such as the moderating effect of coping skills and social support).
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Continuity of care
in the early years?
Multiple and changeable child care arrangements in Australia
Continuity of care is seen as an important aspect of quality child care for children in the early years of life.Yet
previous studies suggest that up to a third of Australian children in their first three years attend two or more
care settings a week. A new study shows that use of multiple child care arrangements, and changes in care
arrangements,are relatively common.What are the implications for the quality of care experienced by children?

Jennifer Bowes, S arah Wise, Linda Harrison, Ann S anson,
Judy Ungerer, Johanna Watson and Tracey Simpson
ontinuity of care in the early years of life has
been seen as an essential component of good
quality child care. There has been a growing
unease in the early childhood field, however,
about the threat to continuity of care for young
children posed by children’s experience of many caregivers during their first three years. In particular, the
phenomena of multiple child care arrangements
(more than one regular care arrangement per week)
and changeable child care (shifts over time in care
arrangements) are seen as increasing problems.
There is a concern among early childhood professionals that good practice may not be enough to
ensure quality care when children receive mixed or
unstable caregiving arrangements. This concern was
the impetus for the Child Care Choices study.
Multiple and changeable child care arrangements
are certainly becoming more prevalent. A recent
study in New South Wales (Goodfellow 1999) suggests
that over 30 per cent of one-year-old children experience multiple child care arrangements. Similarly, a
Victorian study showed that 57 per cent of two-yearolds attended two early childhood services a day, a
“substantial” number in three services a day, with
some participating in up to four services on several
days of the week (Rodd 1996). In the United States,
the Study of Early Child Care, conducted by the
National Institute for Child and Human Development
(NICHD) found that over the first year of life, almost
all infants were in more than two care arrangements,
with over a third (37 per cent) in three or more nonmaternal child care arrangements.

C
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This pattern tends to increase as children get older.
In their longitudinal study of 145 children, Harrison
and Ungerer (2000) recorded the number of changes
of care that children experienced from birth to age six.
Over this period a third of children had experienced
highly changeable child care – an average of 12 different arrangements with a range of 9 to 15.
What is less clear from these studies are the reasons why parents use mixed child care arrangements,
or change the care arrangements for their child.
Goodfellow’s (1999) research suggested that the high
cost of care and lack of available care were major factors in parents’ use of multiple arrangements. On the
other hand, Ochiltree and Edgar (1995) reported
that parents used varied settings because of changing
family circumstances or wanting to maximise the
quality of the child’s care. Harrison and Ungerer
(1997, 2002) found that many mothers preferred to
leave their infants with someone they felt comfortable with and could trust – such as their husband,
grandparents, close relative or friend. As a result of
this preference, and perhaps the limited availability
of these alternative carers, babies received care from
a number of different adults. Thus, it is not clear from
existing research how much control parents feel they
have over their choice of child care arrangements.
Although previous studies have alerted us to the possible negative outcomes of multiple and changeable
child care, to date no Australian research has set out to
investigate this specific phenomenon.
It is helpful, however, to summarise the existing
indications of risk that have been associated with
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multiple and changeable care. Negative outcomes for
children have been reported in some studies. In
Goodfellow’s (1999) study, 42 per cent of parents of
children in multiple child care arrangements said
that their children showed negative behaviour in
child care. The children were reported as being confused or lost in the group, being tired or unhappy, and
as having difficulty forming relationships. It should
be noted, however, that this information was derived
only from parents’ reports, which may have involved
some bias. Similarly, the American-based NICHD
Early Child Care Research Network (1998), which
used objective indicators of children’s outcomes,
reported that children who had experienced a number of different day care arrangements in the first two
years exhibited more problem behaviours than children who had been in fewer day care arrangements.
Some research indicates that multiple child care
arrangements may also be associated with problem
outcomes for children. For example, studies have
found that multiple and changeable child care is associated with lower intelligence scores (Whitebook,
Howes and Phillips 1990), poorer social relationships
(Howe and Stewart 1987), and more insecure attachment with mothers (Harrison and Ungerer 1997).
Harrison and Ungerer (2000) also noted that when
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there was a pattern of changeable care across the first
six years of life, children were rated as having more
behavioural problems in their first year of school.

Child Care Choices study
These questions about the impact of multiple and
changeable child care on children’s development are
the subject of a three-year investigation conducted
by a team of researchers from Macquarie University,
the Australian Institute of Family Studies, and
Charles Sturt University. The study is funded by the
Australian Research Council and the New South
Wales Department of Community Services under an
ARC Linkage grant.
Data from the first year of the study allow us to report
on the extent of multiple and changeable child care
arrangements in the current sample of 363 parents from
urban and rural New South Wales, the reasons parents
have given for their choice of child care arrangements
for their children, and their satisfaction with current
care arrangements.
For the purpose of the study, multiple child care
arrangements were defined as arrangements involving two or more concurrent non-maternal child care
arrangements on a regular basis across seven days.
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Location of sample
It was expected that the issues surrounding multiple
and changeable care were likely to be context-specific.
In particular, there were indications from existing studies (for example, Goodfellow 1999) that availability of
care was more problematic for families living in regional
and rural areas, compared to metropolitan areas. On
the other hand, some regional centres offer a coordinated, multi-purpose approach to child care, compared
to city services which tend to be single purpose.
It was unclear whether these differing conditions
might be associated with different patterns of multiple or changeable child care arrangements. Thus, to
shed light on these potential differences, an important aim of the research was to include a range of
child care services, across urban and rural locations.

Description of sample
At the time of writing, 42 centres (22 urban, 20 rural)
and seven family day care schemes (three urban, four
Table 1

Numbers and percentages of children experiencing single
and multiple child care, by location (n = 363)
Urban

No of care settings
1
2
3
4
5
Total
Multiple care
Table 2

Rural

Total

n

%

n

%

n

%

93
56
15
2
1
167
74

55.7
33.5
9.0
1.2
0.6

107
67
19
3
0
196
89

54.6
34.2
9.7
1.5
0

200
123
34
5
1
363
163

55.1
33.9
9.4
1.4
0.3

44.3

45.4

44.9

Total number of child care arrangements, by age of
child (n = 295)
Children
aged 0-1

No of arrangements

Children
aged 1-2

Children
aged 2-3

n

%

n

%

n

%

1

17

73.9

63

56.8

87

54.4

2

4

17.4

40

36.0

53

32.5

3

2

8.7

6

5.4

18

11.3

4

0

1

0.9

3

1.9

5

0

1

0.9

0

Total

23

Total multiple care
Table 3

6

111
26.1

48

161
43.2

73

45.3

Type of care used by families in urban and rural
settings (n = 362)
Urban
(n = 167)

Type of care
Long day care only
Family day care only
More than 1 formal care
Formal + father
Formal + informal
Formal + informal + father
Total

Rural
(n = 195)

Total
(n = 362)

n

%

n

%

n

%

66
27
7
27
29
11
167

39.5
16.2
4.2
16.2
17.4
6.6
100

93
13
11
23
45
10
195

47.7
6.7
5.6
11.8
23.1
5.1
100

159
40
18
50
74
21
362

43.9
11.0
5.0
13.8
20.4
5.8
100

Note: Formal care refers to long day care and family day care. Informal care refers to care
by non-parental family, friends and paid babysitters or nannies.
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rural) have agreed to participate in the study. A total
of 363 parents (167 urban, 196 rural) recruited
through the centres and the schemes have completed
a CATI telephone interview. The main parental carer
of the study child participated in the telephone interview. Over 90 per cent of respondents were mothers
of the children concerned.
Of the parents, the majority of mothers (78 per
cent) and fathers (79 per cent) were Australian born.
Of those who were born outside Australia, 13 per
cent of mothers and 12 per cent of fathers were from
English-speaking countries (Great Britain, Canada,
America, New Zealand), 5 per cent of mothers and 4
per cent of fathers were from Asia, 1 per cent of
mothers and 1 per cent of fathers were from South
America, and 1 per cent of mothers and 3 per cent of
fathers were from Europe. There was thus some
under-representation of immigrants.
Mothers represented a varied group in terms of age
(mean age 33.6 years) and education (35 per cent had
completed secondary school to Year 9, 10 or 12; 25 per
cent had a tertiary diploma or trade qualification; and
39 per cent had a university or post-graduate degree).
Fathers tended to be several years older than mothers
and had similar levels of education. This was thus, on
average, a fairly highly educated sample.
The families came from a range of household income
levels with about half of the sample earning gross
annual household incomes of $70,000 and over. Most of
the parents were in paid work (78 per cent of mothers
and 97 per cent of fathers). There was thus, on average,
a fairly high socio-economic status among families.
Differences were noted between urban and rural
parents on several demographic measures. Rural
mothers were on average younger than urban mothers
(mean age of 32.1 years for rural mothers and 35.4
years for urban mothers), were more likely to have
been born in Australia (94.2 per cent rural mothers
compared to 62.3 per cent of urban mothers), and
were less well educated (23.2 per cent of rural mothers
with university degrees compared to 54.9 per cent of
urban mothers). Similar differences in characteristics
were evident for fathers from rural and urban areas.
Mothers and fathers in rural areas worked a similar
number of hours in paid work as their urban counterparts, with mothers working an average of 30.3 hours
a week and fathers working an average of 47.0 hours
per week. There were significant differences between
urban and rural families in annual gross household
income although there was an extremely wide variation in reported income in each location (mean
income of $61,622 for rural families, and $101,710 for
urban families). Family size ranged from one to five
children. Forty per cent of the children were only children in the family and 53 per cent were first-borns.
Rural families tended to be larger than urban families,
with 28 per cent of rural families having three or more
children compared to 7 per cent of urban families.
The focus of this study was on children aged three
years and under. Of the 363 children (183 boys, 180
girls), 23 (6 per cent) were aged under less than 12
months old, 113 (31 per cent) were aged one to two
years, and 209 (58 per cent) were aged two to three
years. A further 18 children were aged three years or
older. Information regarding these children are
included in the total group analyses.
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Multiple child care arrangements

Procedures
Recruitment occurred through child care centres
and family day care schemes. After gaining approval
from management, research assistants approached
parents as they collected their children and invited
them to participate in the study. Interested parents
completed a one-page “Expression of Interest” form,
listing their child’s weekly child care arrangements.
Selection of participants was based on achieving similar numbers of children in each of the three age
groups (0-1, 1-2 and 2-3 years), equally distributed
across urban and rural settings.
Selected families were followed up with a CATI
telephone interview about the family and the child
care history of the child, including changes of care.
Parents were asked about their satisfaction with current child care arrangements and their reasons for
using multiple care settings or for changing care
arrangements. (Extensive data on child and child
care settings were also collected, but will be the subject of later publications.)

Results
The results from the telephone interview with parents are presented first for incidence of multiple
child care arrangements. This is followed by an
analysis of parents’ reasons for using multiple child
care arrangements and their satisfaction with current arrangements. The incidence of changeable care
in the sample is presented next along with an analysis of parents’ reasons for changing child care
arrangements over the previous 12-month period.

Incidence of multiple child care arrangements
Results show that 45 per cent of the families were using
two or more regular weekly child care arrangements
for their children. The range was one to five settings
but most multiple care use involved two settings (see
Table 1). The proportion of children experiencing
multiple child care arrangements was similar for urban
(44 per cent) and rural children (45 per cent).
Multiple child care arrangements were common at
all ages with some increase in use according to the age
of the child. The current care arrangements of children in the sample shown in Table 2 indicate that, on
Table 4

were common at all ages with
some increase in use according
to the age of the child.

average, 26.1 per cent of children were in
multiple care arrangements when they were
under 12 months old, with less than 10 per
cent reported as being in three or more
child care settings a week at this age.
Because these data were based on only 23
children, retrospective reports were examined about the care history of the one to two
year-olds and the two to three year-olds in
the sample during their first year. Similar
results were found: 31 per cent of the 271
children had experienced multiple child
care arrangements in their first year, with 7.7 per cent
having experienced three or more settings.
For children currently in their second year, 43.2
per cent were in multiple care arrangements, with
7.2 per cent in three or more arrangements. The percentages of children in multiple care arrangements
were very similar in the third year with 45.3 per cent
in multiple care arrangements and 13.2 per cent in
three or more care settings a week (see Table 2).
Parents reported that, in addition to the main long
day care or family day care setting, most used the
child’s father, grandparents or relatives, friends,
babysitters, or nannies as regular care providers.
Table 3 shows the different patterns of care arrangements used by families in urban and rural areas. No
differences were found between care use in the two
locations. In both locations, the largest percentages of
children were in formal care only, reflecting the
recruitment of the sample from long day care and family day care (approximately 55 per cent in both urban
and rural areas).
Combinations of formal and informal care were
more common than more than one form of formal
care for the children under three years of age (20 per

Means and standard deviations of parent ratings of reasons for making multiple child care arrangements
(on a scale from 1= does not apply, to 5 = definitely applies) (n = 163)

Reason
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

It is good for my child to experience a centre environment and a family environment
I like my child to be able to interact with different adults and children
The arrangements are convenient for me
I want my child to spend some time with his/her family members
I want my child to have a range of experiences so he/she will learn new things
I don’t think it is good for my child to be in formal care only
I don’t think it is good for my child to stay in one type of care all the time
My child will not get the stimulation he/she needs in one type of child care
It is hard to find child care available during the times I need it
My preferred child care arrangement is not consistently available
I cannot afford to use my preferred child care arrangement all the time
I can’t access enough hours of care in my preferred child care arrangement
The family keeps moving and I am unable to keep my child in a stable routine
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Mean

(SD)

4.3
4.2
4.2
4.1
3.9
3.5
3.2
2.7
2.6
2.1
2.0
2.0
1.2

(1.2)
(1.3)
(1.2)
(1.5)
(1.4)
(1.6)
(1.5)
(1.6)
(1.7)
(1.6)
(1.5)
(1.6)
(0.7)
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Many of the multiple child care
arrangements are made through
parental choice, commonly because
parents believe that their decisions
are in the best interests of their child.
cent used a combination of formal and informal care and only 5 per cent used more than
one form of formal care such as two long day
care centres or a long day care centre and
family day care). Table 3 shows that combinations of care that involved regular weekly
care by fathers were used in 38 urban families (23 per cent) and 33 rural families (17
per cent).
Grandparents played a major role in the
informal care of young children aged under
one year, although the use of different kinds
of informal care, in addition to grandparents, became
more frequent as children became older.

Reasons for using multiple child care arrangements
Parents were given a number of possible reasons for
using multiple care, and asked to rate the extent to
which each of these applied to them on a scale of 1
(does not apply) to 5 (definitely applies).
Results showed that parents were more likely to
agree with statements about benefits for the child than
those about other reasons such as difficulty accessing
appropriate or preferred child care (see Table 4). Statements relating to benefits for the child included: “to
have a range of experiences and learn new things”; “to
spend time with family members”; and “to be able to
interact with different adults and children”. Parents
using multiple child care arrangements also agreed that
it was not good for their child to attend formal care only.
Convenience was a common reason for parents
choosing multiple care; reasons such as affordability
and lack of availability of preferred child care
arrangements, were less salient for parents (see Table
4). Comparisons between the urban and rural samples, using t-tests, showed no difference on these
items between the two groups.
Two factors emerged from a principal components
analysis of parents’ responses to the 13 reasons. Factor
1, labelled “out of parents’ control”, included five reasons related to affordability and availability of child
Table 5

Reasons for change of child care arrangements (n = 93)

Reason for change
1. The child care was more
conveniently located
2. The previous child care arrangement
becameunavailable
3. The child care was better quality
4. The care setting wasn’t suited to the child
5. The child care was more affordable
6. There were problems with the service
(e.g., change of management, conflict)
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n

Yes
(%)

n

No
(%)

37

39.8

56

60.2

37

39.8

56

60.2

26
18
17
17

28.0
19.4
18.3
18.3

67
75
76
76

72.0
80.6
81.7
81.7

care and constant moving of the family that made multiple child care arrangements necessary. Items 9-13 in
Table 4 had high loadings on this factor, and when
treated as a scale had an alpha reliability of .63.
Factor 2, labelled “parents’ choice”, included eight
reasons based on what parents considered was good
for their child. Parents consistently reported that the
set of reasons reflecting their own choice applied
more than “out of parents’ control” reasons. Items 18 in Table 4 had high loadings on this factor, and
when treated as a scale had an alpha reliability of .79.
No differences were found on these two factors
between parents of children from the three age groups,
between parents with different levels of multiple child
care arrangements (two care settings compared with
three or more), between (five) different income levels,
or between parents from different locations (rural and
urban). Thus, while the sample had above average
income, income did not appear to be a factor affecting
use of multiple child care arrangements.

Satisfaction with care
Parents were asked to rate their levels of satisfaction
with their overall weekly child care arrangements,
using a scale of 1 (not at all satisfied) to 5 (very satisfied). Typically, parents were very satisfied with the
care they were using (mean satisfaction: 4.4).
This was true for primary care settings (95 per
cent very satisfied); additional care arrangements
(second care setting – 96 per cent very satisfied); and
third, fourth and fifth care settings (100 per cent very
satisfied for each). There were no differences
between rural and urban samples in reported satisfaction with care.

Incidence of changes in care
Approximately a quarter of the parents (n = 93, 26
per cent) said they had changed their child’s care
arrangements during the past 12 months. Of these,
most (87 per cent) reported one change only, with
two or more changes reported as relatively rare.
Changes of carers within the same care setting
had occurred for more than one third of children (38
per cent) with staff turnover in services given as the
major reason (63 per cent of the 136 parents who
reported this kind of change). An increase in the
number of child care arrangements was reported as a
change by 17 per cent of parents and a decrease in
number of arrangements by only 8 per cent.

Reasons for changing care arrangements
Parents were given six possible reasons for making
changes in care arrangements, and asked to rate on a
5-point scale the extent to which the reasons applied to
them and the extent to which they felt they had control over several kinds of change in care arrangements.
Table 5 shows that the four most common reasons
for changing care were to move to a more convenient
location, because a previous arrangement was
unavailable, problems with the service, and to obtain
better quality care. Affordability of care was not a
common reason for making a change.
Parents reported that most changes (changes in
place and increases or decreases in the number of care
arrangements, or hours of care) were definitely a result
of their choice. The only change that parents reported
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as out of their control was a change in caregiver, usually a result of changes or staff turnover in a service.

Conclusions
This paper reports preliminary findings on 363 families from the longitudinal Child Care Choices Study
that examines the effects of multiple and changeable
child care arrangements on the development of
young children.
This sample is somewhat advantaged (on average),
but analyses suggested that socio-economic factors
were not critical determinants of reasons for use of
multiple and changeable child care. Nevertheless, sample characteristics mean we should not generalise
these findings to the broader population. Since the key
interest of the study is in child outcomes in relation to
care experiences, the socio-economic issues are less
critical than for a straightforward “prevalence” study.
Results from the first year of data collection indicate that use of multiple care arrangements is
relatively common, with 45 per cent of respondents
reporting weekly use of two or more care settings. Parents also reported a reasonably high rate of changes in
child care arrangements over the previous 12 months,
with 26 per cent reporting one or more changes in care
for their child. The incidence of multiple and changeable child care arrangements was similar for urban
and rural samples despite differences between the two
locations in family characteristics, notably income.
The high level of satisfaction reported by parents
with their child’s care is consistent with the results of
other studies on child care satisfaction in Australia
(Greenblatt and Ochiltree 1993) and internationally
(Pungello and Kurt-Costes 1999; Peyton, Jacobs,
O’Brien and Roy 2001). It was notable that parents
reported that the changes in care over the previous
year were, with the exception of changes in carer, the
result of their own choice and felt to be within their
control.
The reasons parents gave for the particular mix of
care arrangements they had for their child indicated
that arrangements were usually made according to
what parents felt was best for their child. These
findings are contrary to the suggestion made in
the Goodfellow (1999) report, that multiple care
arrangements were largely the result of factors
beyond the control of parents (such as the availability and accessibility of child care). These latter
factors, however, were the main reasons given for
changes in child care arrangements. According to
these parents, children were most likely to change
the place they went to child care because the new
arrangement was more convenient for parents or
because the previous arrangement became unavailable. Changes in carer were likely to be the result of
staff turnover in children’s services.
If continuity of care is seen to be an important
part of quality care for children and an essential base
for further learning and development, there may be a
cause for concern in these findings. In the crucial
first three years of life, nearly half of the children in
Child Care Choices Study are having the experience
on a weekly basis of two or more caregivers in addition to the care of the parent who is their main
caregiver at home. A quarter of children have also
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experienced at least one change in care over the
previous year. The findings suggest that while many
of the multiple child care arrangements are made
through parental choice, commonly because parents
believe that their decisions are in the best interests of
their child, the changes made to care arrangements
are due largely to factors outside parental control.
Whether or not these threats to continuity of care
do make any difference to children’s development is
an issue still open to investigation. It is a key question for this study as it follows the children, their
families and caregivers over the next two years.
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FA M I LY

T R E N D S

Expectations of marriage
among cohabiting couples
In the past, living together was often a stepping stone to marriage. As cohabitation has become commonplace,
do people who are cohabiting these days expect to marry their partner? What are the marriage intentions of
cohabiting men and women?

Lixia Qu
s in other developed countries, draplace, apparently they are an important
matic changes in family formation
step towards marriage. In the United
patterns have occurred in Australia during the last
States, McGinnis (2003) observed that expectations
few decades. While the vast majority of people still
of marriage were strong predictors of subsequent
marry, marriage rates have fallen and the propormarriage.
tion who never marry has increased sharply among
So what are cohabitors’ expectations about marthe younger generations.
riage, and to what extent do people have marriage
Of the total population eligible to marry, the proin sight when they are cohabiting? Does the perportions who did so each year fell from 6 per cent in
ceived prospect of marrying vary according to the
1976 to 3 per cent in 2000 for both men and
length of time people have been cohabiting, or to
women. The proportion of the never married poputhe cohabitors’ gender, age or previous marital stalation aged 25-29 years increased from 27 per cent
tus? To what extent do partners agree on their
to 67 per cent for men, and from 13 per cent to 53
marriage prospects?
per cent for women. This latter trend partly reflects
These questions are examined using the data
the fact that people are marrying later in life. Durfrom the first wave of the Household, Income and
ing the same period (1976–2000), the median age at
Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey. The
first marriage has increased from 24 to 29 years for
survey, which included face-to-face interviews with
men and from 21 to 27 years for women (ABS
nearly 14000 respondents aged 15 or more years
2001).
from nearly 7700 households, has been described in
A marked surge in cohabitation (de facto reladetail by Watson and Wooden (2002). Overall, 640
tionships) has accompanied these trends. For
men and 708 women who were cohabiting reported
example, the proportions of all couples who were
whether or not they expected to marry their curcohabiting rather than married increased from 5
rent partner. Of these, 596 represented couples in
per cent in 1982 to around 12 per cent in 2001
which each partner participated in the survey.
(ABS 1995; de Vaus, Qu and Weston in this ediRespondents who were cohabiting were asked to
tion), with cohabitation now being the common
indicate their expectations about marrying their
pathway to marriage: 72 per cent of marriages regcurrent partner by selecting one the following
istered in 2001 were preceded by cohabitation
options: “very likely”, “likely”, “not sure”, “unlikely”,
(ABS 2002).
or “very unlikely”.
As cohabitation has become more prevalent and
This paper first examines links between the
marriage rates fallen, cohabitation is now widely
expectations of marriage of cohabiting men and
accepted by both the law and the general populawomen and their previous marital status, their age,
tion (Glezer 1993). In a national survey conducted
and the length of their cohabiting relationship. It
in 1995, only one-third of all respondents (and 16
then looks at the extent to which both partners
per cent of those aged in their 20s) disapproved of a
share the same or similar view on their prospects of
man and woman living together without planning
marrying each other.
marriage (de Vaus 1997). While cohabitation was
largely a stepping stone to marriage for earlier genExpectations of marriage among cohabiting people
erations, more recent generations of cohabitors are
Overall, cohabiting respondents most commonly
less likely to marry and more likely to separate than
expected to marry: more than half felt they were
cohabitors of earlier generations. Furthermore,
likely or very likely to marry their current partner
more recent generations are more likely than ear(57 per cent of men and 52 per cent of women
lier generations to have started a family while
respectively), while roughly one quarter felt this to
cohabiting (Qu and Weston 2001).
be unlikely or very unlikely (21 per cent of men and
What do these trends suggest for the future of
27 per cent of women), and the remainder
marriage? While most couples who marry do so
expressed uncertainty (22 per cent of men and 21
after cohabiting, are cohabiting couples in general
per cent of women) (Figure 1). While Fisher’s
becoming less committed to the notion of “tying
(2002) analysis suggests that men are slightly more
the knot”? While expectations of marriage cannot
likely than women to shy away from having a
be interpreted as indicators that marriage will take
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While expectations of marriage cannot be interpreted as indicators that marriage will take place, apparently they are
an important step towards marriage.
family, cohabiting men and women had similar
expectations that they would marry their partner.
Expectations about marriage were linked with
previous marital status. Those who had never married were more likely to expect marriage than those
who had been previously married – 60 and 61 per
cent of never married men and women respectively
compared with 51 and 35 per cent of ever married
men and women (Figure 2).
Compared with never married cohabitors, those
who had been married tended to be older and were
more likely to have a child from the previous relationship. Some of these previously married
respondents may consider marriage unnecessary
unless they intend having another child. On the
other hand, the experiences of marriage breakdown
possibly led many of the previously married group
to think twice about committing to marriage again,
particularly now that cohabitation has become a
socially accepted arrangement. Nevertheless, previously married men (51 per cent) were more likely
than previously married women (35 per cent) to
expect to marry their partner.

cent of never married men and 49 per cent of never
married women aged 30-39 years held such views.
The never married men and women in the oldest
age group were the least likely to expect to marry
(37 per cent of men and 19 per cent of women).
It appears that older never married cohabitors
were more likely than younger counterparts to have
lived with someone else beforehand (about 50 per
cent compared with 27 per cent). As the adage
“once bitten, twice shy” implies, previous experience of relationship breakdown may increase
wariness of marriage. In addition, older never married cohabitors tended to have lived with their
current partner for a longer period than younger
couples, and expectations of marriage appear to
vary according to length of the relationship.
Figure 1

Expectations to marry current partner by gender

Women

N=708

Men

N=640
0

Never married cohabitors: expectations of marriage
This section focuses on cohabitating men and
women who had never been married (69 per cent
and 66 per cent of all cohabitors) and examines
expectations of marriage according to age and
length of the cohabiting relationship.
For the first analysis, respondents were subdivided into four age groups – under 25 years, 25-29
years, 30-39 years, and 40 years or older (Figure 3).
While nearly three quarters of never married men
and women in the two younger age groups considered marriage to be likely or very likely, only 56 per
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Figure 4 shows the expectations of marriage
reported by never married male and female cohabitors by length of their relationship (less than two
years, two to four years, or five or more years). The
figure suggests that a disproportionate number of
“long-time cohabitors” may view cohabitation as a
replacement for marriage. While this assertion
could not be tested directly, it is consistent with the
fact that those who had been living together for five
or more years were less likely to expect to marry
than those who had lived together for a shorter
period of time. Less than half in this group (42 and
45 per cent of men and women) said that they were
likely or very likely to marry, compared with nearly
two-thirds (64 per cent of both men and women)
Table 1

All couples: expectations to marry each other reported
by both partners

Both partners: likely/very likely
Both partners: unlikely/very unlikely
Both partners: unsure
One partner unsure, the other likely/very likely /unlikely/very unlikely
One partner likely/very likely, the other partner unlikely/very unlikely
Number of cases
Figure 3

47.0
14.7
10.8
22.1
5.5
592

Never married cohabitors: expectations to marry
current partner by age and gender

Age

Men
40+

N=68

30-39

N=145

25-29

N=136

<25

N=91

Women
40+

N=37

30-39

N=142

25-29

N=126

<25

N=164
0

Very unlikely

Duration of relationship

Figure 4
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Never married cohabitors: expectations to marry current
partner by duration of relationship and gender

Men
5+ years

N=146

2-4 years

N=131

0-1 year

N=169

Women
5+ years

N=198

2-4 years

N=144

0-1 year

N=177
0

Very unlikely
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who had been cohabiting for less than two years,
and nearly three quarters (73 and 74 per cent) who
had been cohabiting for two to four years. As time
progresses, relationships that continue for five
years or more are increasingly likely to include an
over-representation of people who consider marriage to be redundant.
Figure 4 also shows that uncertainty about getting
married was more likely to be expressed by those
who had been living together for the shortest and the
longest of the three periods – 25 and 22 per cent of
men and women cohabiting for less than two years,
and 27 and 22 per cent for more than five years, compared with 16 and 17 per cent of men and women
who had been cohabiting for two to four years.
The reasons for feeling uncertain about the
prospect of marrying may be different for the two
groups. For the “new cohabitors” group, the feeling
of uncertainty may be due to the fact that they were
still getting to know each other. For the “long-time
cohabitors” group, it might be that they were questioning the need to marry when they were happy
the way they were and were more inclined to the
idea that marriage was “just a piece of paper”. On
the other hand, some “long-time cohabitors” might
have postponed marriage because they were experiencing difficulties in their relationship.

Agreement between partners in reporting
the likelihood of marrying
One of advantages of the HILDA survey is that, for a
sizeable number of cases, data were collected from
each cohabiting partner. It is thus possible to examine the extent to which couples held similar views
about their prospects of marrying. Whereas marriage is a public commitment made by each spouse
to a life-long relationship, cohabitation may have a
variety of meanings over which partners may not
necessarily agree.
Overall, there was a fairly high level of agreement
between partners. Table 1 shows that nearly three
quarters of couples held very similar views on their
marriage prospect. In 47 per cent of couples both
partners expected to marry each other, in 15 per cent
of couples neither partner had any expectation of
marrying each other, and in 11 per cent of couples
both partners reported uncertainty about marrying
each other. For the remaining 27 per cent of couples,
partners disagreed on the prospect of marrying one
another.
For couples where partners indicated divergent
views, one of these partners was more likely to
express uncertainty than to report a view opposing
that of their partner. In the future, as the couples
are followed up, it will be interesting to see how
level of agreement between partners on their marriage prospects affects their relationship.
While level of agreement between partners was
high regardless of whether or not one or both partners had been previously married, the nature of
their agreement appears to differ according to
their previous marital status. Couples where both
partners were never married (“never married couples”) tended to agree that they were likely to marry
each other while couples where both partners had
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previously been married (“ever married couples”)
tended to agree that they were unlikely to marry.
For example, partners in 56 per cent of “never married couples” and 33 per cent of “ever married
couples” agreed that they were likely to marry each
other. On the other hand, partners in 8 per cent of
“never married couples” and 32 per cent of “ever
married couples” agreed that they did not expect to
marry each other.
Finally, level of agreement between partners did
not vary much according to the length of relationship. However, couples who had lived together for
five years or more were more likely to agree on not
marrying each other (27 per cent) than couples
who had lived together for a shorter duration (6 and
10 per cent for couples who lived together for less
than two years and two to four years respectively).

hand, many of those who were expecting to marry
at the outset would have done so earlier, in the first
few years of cohabitation.
Overall, the level of agreement between partners
on their marriage prospects was very high, particularly where neither partner had been married
previously and where the couple had been living
together for a relatively short period. This suggests
that many young cohabiting couples see their relationship as a prelude to marriage instead of a

Discussion
Over the decades cohabitation has changed from a
deviant act in the 1950s and 1960s (Glezer et al.
1992) to a common practice, particularly as a prelude to marriage. The growing social acceptance of
cohabitation appears to have been accompanied by
reduced pressure on cohabiting couples to marry.
Nevertheless, the results suggest that most couples
who cohabit expect to marry. In other words,
cohabitation is not generally viewed as either a
replacement for marriage or as a relationship
involving minimal commitment. More than half the
cohabiting men and women indicated that they
expected to marry their partner, and nearly half of
the couples agreed with their partner’s view.
However, expectations of marriage varied with
previous marital experience, age, and duration of
the relationship. Never married cohabitors were
more likely to expect to marry their partner compared with ever married cohabitors, and older never
married cohabitors were less likely to expect marriage than their younger counterparts. Perhaps older
cohabitors were more cautious about marrying, for
they were also more likely to have lived with a partner previously and thus experienced separation.
Older cohabitors had also lived with their current
partner for a relatively longer period of time compared with their younger counterparts.
While expectations of marriage were relatively
high in the first few years of the cohabiting relationship, they were lower for those who had been
living together for a longer period. Disproportionate
numbers of these long-time cohabitors may see no
need to marry because they interpret marriage to
be redundant, or because they perceive problems in
their relationship. Consistent with the second
interpretation, research in the United States by
Brown (1999) suggests that, like marriage, the perceived quality of cohabiting relationship tends to
decline over time. Furthermore, Brown observed
that this decline is greater for cohabiting couples
than for married couples.
However, the direction of any causal link
between duration of cohabitation and marriage
expectations remains unclear. On the one hand,
declines in the quality of the relationship over time
may lower marriage expectations; on the other
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Cohabitation is not generally viewed as either a replacement for
marriage or as a relationship involving minimal commitment.
substitute for marriage or an indefinite cohabiting
relationship. Future waves of HILDA will enable us
to identify the extent to which expectations are fulfilled or change with time.
In summary, the HILDA survey data suggest that,
despite the growing trend in cohabitation, cohabitation is largely perceived as a stepping stone to
marriage. Many people who are cohabiting are still
hoping to “tie the knot”. Marriage remains the preferred family form.
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Growing Up
in Australia
The first 12 months of a landmark study

ANN SANSON reports on what the new Longitudinal Study of
Australian Children will offer to policy makers, researchers and
service providers

The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (Growing Up in
Australia) is a large-scale national
study tracking the development of
Australian children over the early
years of life. In March 2002, the
Australian Institute of Family Studies signed the contract with the
Department of Family and Community Services
(FaCS) to implement the study as one of the major
initiatives in the Stronger Families and Communities
Strategy. The Institute is the lead agency in a large
national consortium of nine research institutions.
This paper discusses the rationale for conducting
such a study in Australia today. It outlines various
overseas and past Australasian studies in order to
highlight some of the key issues to be considered, and
it provides a broad overview of the study, including
the conceptual model on which it is grounded and
some of its key design features. It discusses progress
made in the 12 months since the contract was signed
and the study’s future plans and timelines.
The overall intent of the paper is to give readers a
sense of the unique contribution that the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC) will make,
and what the study will offer to policy makers,
researchers and service providers.

Need for the study
Why bother to undertake such a project? From
both research and policy perspectives, there are
two parts to the answer to this question.
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The first rests on developments in
research and understanding about
child development, and the need for
policy to be informed by a strong
evidence base. In recent years there
has been growing awareness of the
following six issues.
The critical importance of the early years for
later outcomes
Existing longitudinal studies tracking children’s
development over time have contributed to an
increasing recognition that the early years of life
have a substantial impact on children’s later social,
emotional, physical and cognitive development and
wellbeing, as well as their physical development
(Prior, Sanson, Smart and Oberklaid 2000; Sanson
2002; Shonkoff and Phillips 2000). Furthermore,
these different facets of development are closely
interlinked.
The social determinants of health and wellbeing
It is now well established that aspects of children’s
social environment – from socio-economic factors
like poverty, through to community factors like violence and social cohesion, to family factors like
parenting styles and intrafamily conflict – are vital
determinants of children’s future health and wellbeing (Keating and Hertzman 1999). Since social
environments differ substantially across nations, it
is not viable to rely upon overseas data to inform
Australian policy and practice.
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The “new morbidities” such as asthma,
depression, obesity
Despite our relative prosperity as a nation, it has
become clear that rates of childhood disorders
remain high, and in some cases appear to be on the
rise. These disorders include health conditions,
emotional distress, antisocial behaviour and school
failure, and together they are enormously costly for
the individuals concerned as well as the broader
society (Stanley, Sanson and McMichael 2002).
The effectiveness of prevention and
early intervention
While there is still a dearth of carefully evaluated
interventions in the Australian context, overseas
studies have shown that well-founded and wellimplemented interventions, starting early in life
and either universal or targeted, can be effective in
reducing the rate of poor developmental outcomes,
and can more than pay for themselves in terms of
reducing the need for later services (Vimpani, Patton and Hayes 2002).
The need for a strong evidence base
The need for a strong evidence base is critical given
the concerns about children’s wellbeing, and the
crucial role that prevention and early intervention
can play. We need to fully understand the various
influences on the development of children in the
current social context so as to ensure that policies
and interventions are evidence based and appropriately targeted.
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The value of longitudinal data
Given that children’s development is a dynamic
and interactive process, cross-sectional studies are
limited in their information value. Longitudinal
studies provide the strongest data for understanding the complex interplay of factors which
contribute to children’s development. Following
children over time enables researchers to track
the developmental pathways of children, identify
factors which lead to positive and problematic
developmental outcomes and identify major transition points which could provide potential
opportunities for shifting from problematic to positive pathways.

T

he second part of the answer to the question of
“why do it?” is more straightforward: there is no
available Australian study which can provide the
required data. To provide reliable data to guide Australian policy around children, the following criteria
need to be met: the study needs to be broadly
focused in order to comprehensively examine the
interconnections between the different aspects of
children’s development and how these interact with
the various facets of the social environment; a largescale nationally representative sample is needed;
and the study needs to be longitudinal in order to
provide an understanding of the developmental
process that will shed light on opportunities for
early intervention.
There have been valuable cross-sectional studies
such as the National Mental Health Survey of Children
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and Youth (Sawyer et al. 2001) and the Western Australian Child Health Survey (Garton,
Zubrick and Silburn 1998) which have
given a point-in-time picture of children’s
wellbeing; as well as longitudinal studies
such as the Australian
Temperament Project
(Prior, Sanson, Smart
and Oberklaid 2000),
and the Mater Hospital
University of Queensland Study of Pregnancy
(Keeping et al. 1989),
which have provided
insights into children’s
development. However,
the longitudinal studies
have been more narrow
in scope, and since they
began in the 1980s are of
uncertain relevance to
early childhood today.
Some overseas longitudinal studies could be argued
to fulfil all bar one of these criteria: they are not
Australian, and we know that we cannot safely
generalise from them to the unique socio-cultural
context of Australia.
Taking into account issues such as those above,
the Commonwealth Government they initiated
and funded the Longitudinal Study of Australian

The study seeks to identify developmental
pathways to a wide range of outcomes, and
child, family and environmental markers
predicting these pathways; indicators of risk,
and of resilience; and vital transition points in
the lives of Australian children.

Children to inform government policy on early childhood. Being part
of the Government’s Stronger Families and Communities Strategy, the
study is designed to identify policy
opportunities for early intervention and prevention
strategies.
To provide a context for the study, it is useful to
review a selection of the more influential recent
longitudinal studies overseas, as well as look at
existing Australian and New Zealand studies (see
accompanying box). These and other studies are
also reviewed in Nicholson et al. (2002).

EXISTING LONGITUDINAL STUDIES OF CHILDHOOD
National Longitudinal Study of Children and Youth
Canada’s National Longitudinal Study of Children and Youth (NLSCY)
began in 1994, with an initial sample of 22,861 children aged 0–11
years (Statistics Canada 1996). Up to four children per family were
recruited, so approximately 13,000 families are involved. Despite the
large overall sample, the numbers of children at any one age at any
one time are relatively small because of the wide spread of ages.
As a supplement to the main study, new cohorts of 0–1 year old
children are recruited every two years and followed until they are
four years of age.
The initial sample was nationally representative (excluding only those
children living on Aboriginal reserves), and was not stratified geographically. However, in response to the finding that community-level effects
were quite powerful influences on children’s development, another,
smaller community-based study was initiated and is run in parallel.
The study is funded and directed by the Canadian Human Resources
Development Department, with Statistics Canada being responsible for
the data collection. The department seeks expert input from five multidisciplinary groups of academic researchers across Canada.
The research issues which this Canadian study is designed to
address reflect the broad policy interests of the Human Resources
Development Department, and hence the measures span a range of
child, family and community variables. Child outcomes of interest
include children’s physical and mental health, cognitive development
and school achievement, and key determinants of these which are
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being examined include parental health, parenting, family functioning, socio-demographic and neighbourhood factors.
Early Childhood Longitudinal Study
The Early Childhood Longitudinal Study (ECLS), conducted in the
United States, has two sub-studies: ECLS-B involves a birth cohort of
13,500 infants born in 2001, followed from nine months to first
grade; ECLS-K is following 22,000 children who were in kindergarten
in 1998-1999 to fifth grade (see website address in reference section). Both samples are nationally representative but chosen to
over-sample some disadvantaged groups (for example, some ethnic
groups, and low birthweight children) where rates of problematic
outcomes are known to be higher, as well as twins who are of interest scientifically because they allow investigation of genetic effects
and gene-environment interactions.
While being quite broadly focused, the studies have a particular interest in
educational contexts and outcomes. The key child outcomes of interest
include children’s cognitive, social and emotional development,and health
(for ECLS-B), with the additional interests in early learning and performance at school (for ECLS-K). Key determinants being assessed include
the home environment (including educational practices), early care
experiences, and the school and classroom environment.
The study receives fairly broadly-based government funding through
various health, education and human services agencies, and is run by
the National Centre for Educational Statistics (Department of Education) in conjunction with a government consortium.
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Background
Funding for the study was announced in April 2000
by the Department of Family and Community Services (FaCS). It was intended that the study will
provide a major evidence base for policy and intervention initiatives under the Stronger Families and
Communities Strategy, by examining the impact of
Australia’s unique social, economic and cultural
environment on the next generation.
Throughout the project scoping phase, FaCS
undertook extensive consultation. This resulted
in the specification of the conceptual framework
and research questions for the study. A holistic
approach to child development which is grounded
in Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) socio-ecological model
was adopted. As a result, the study is predicated
on collection of data on the whole gamut of children’s developmental outcomes (a whole-of-child
perspective which acknowledges that children’s
social, emotional, cognitive and physical functioning are all important and interdependent), and a
broad range of determinants of these aspects of
functioning.
The study seeks to identify developmental pathways to a wide range of outcomes, and child, family
and environmental markers predicting these pathways; indicators of risk, and of resilience; and vital
transition points in the lives of Australian children.
While the breadth of the study is one of its key

strengths, it also poses the challenge of collecting
sufficiently rich data across a wide spectrum.
The broad research questions which LSAC is to
address are shown in Table 1. The more specific
questions are grouped into four areas – family functioning, health, child care and education – as well as
a question addressing their interrelationships. The
ways in which these questions are being addressed
is described in the study’s first discussion paper,
Introducing the Longitudinal Study of Australian
Children (2002) (available from the Australian
Institute of Family Studies).

Table 1

1. How well are Australian children progressing on a number of key
developmental outcomes?
2. What are the pathway markers, early indicators, or constellations of
behaviours that are related to different child outcomes?
3. How are child outcomes interlinked with their wider circumstances
and environment?
4. In what ways do features of children’s environment (such as families,
communities and institutions) impact on child outcomes?
5. What helps maintain an effective pathway, or change one that is not
promising?
6. How is a child’s potential maximised to achieve positive outcomes for
children, their families and society?
7. What role can the government play in achieving these outcomes?

Avon Longitudinal Study of Pregnancy and Childbirth
The Avon Longitudinal Study of Pregnancy and Childbirth (later renamed
Parenting and Children) (ALSPAC) started in 1991 (Golding 1990). In
contrast to the national studies above, it has a regional sample, with over
14,000 mothers recruited during pregnancy from the Avon region in the
United Kingdom (Bristol being the regional city). The focus of the study
was initially on children’s health, but broadened over time to consider
other aspects of development. Biological and genetic factors are key
determinants of interest, but a broader range of psychological and social
factors are also assessed. Unlike the studies above, ALSPAC has been
supported mainly by competitive research grants funds, and its research
agenda revolves around current scientific issues rather than policy issues.
Around 13 European studies (collectively known as ELSPAC) have been
granted approval to use the methods and measures of ALSPAC, allowing direct comparisons to be made across countries. Their cohort sizes
vary from 1,300 to 14,000. They are conducted under the umbrella of
the World Health Organisation, and coordinated from Bristol.
Millennium Cohort Study
The Millennium Cohort Study (“Child of the new century”) in the
United Kingdom recruited a sample of 18,700 infants over 2001 and
2002, drawn from an administrative dataset (the Child Benefits register) (see website address in reference section). Particular electoral
wards were selected, oversampling the smaller countries of the UK
(Wales and Northern Ireland), and also areas at most risk (disadvantaged and high-ethnic wards).
The study focuses on the first year of a child’s life, with a strong
interest in the impacts of economic and social deprivation and
community-level factors on children’s health and development.

Australian Institute of Family Studies
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Unlike most studies, it is collecting data from both mothers and
fathers, on a biennial basis.
The study was tendered by the UK Government through the Economic and Social Research Council, and involves a consortium
headed by the Centre for Longitudinal Studies at the University of
London.
Three Scandinavian studies
There are three substantial Scandinavian studies for which planning began
in the early 1990s and which are at various stages of implementation.
• The Norwegian Mother and Child Cohort Study has a proposed sample of 100,000. Taking advantage of the universal public health
coverage in Norway, mothers are recruited at the time of having an
ultrasound in the 17th week of pregnancy, and a number of biological
samples are obtained from the mother, father and child. To date, there
are 20,000 families in the study, with recruitment due to be complete
by 2005. The focus is on biological, genetic and environmental determinants of health, including low-incidence disorders such as autism.
Despite the emphasis on physical health, parental lifestyle measures
and some psychosocial outcomes are also being assessed.
The study is primarily government funded, and run by the Norwegian Institute of Public Health. Separately funded sub-studies are
encouraged, to address specific health issues; on last report, there
were 69 such sub-studies underway (Wiik, pers com).
• The Danish Birth Cohort is similarly aiming for a sample of
100,000 families recruited when women are 12 weeks pregnant.
• The Swedish Olive Tree Project is a smaller matching study which
is currently getting underway.
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The data collected will be geared towards facilitating
longitudinal analysis of children’s developmental
pathways over time. Confidentialised data sets will
be developed and warehoused at the Australian Institute
of Family Studies.

Broad design features
The design proposed by the consortium was
accepted by FaCS and involves a cross-sequential
design with two cohorts: nationally representative
samples of 5000 children below the age of 12
months and 5000 children aged four years. This
design has a number of strengths in comparison to
single cohort designs, including the capacity to provide data on older children in a shorter time frame,
and allowing some assessment of cohort effects. It
has the advantage over multi-age designs (for
example, NLSCY) in permitting more age-specific
measures to be employed. The age ranges at the
time of interview within each cohort will be limited

Australasian studies
There are a number of longitudinal studies in Australia and New
Zealand which began during the 1980s (with most of them still
continuing) which have been very influential and informative.
Studies include the Dunedin (NZ) Multidisciplinary Health and
Development Study; the Christchurch (NZ) Health and Development
Study; the Australian Temperament Project; the Mater University
of Queensland Study of Pregnancy; the Port Pirie Cohort Study;
and Tasmanian Infant Health Study. These studies provide an
excellent source of learning for the Longitudinal Study of Australian
Children (see Nicholson et al. 2002 for further details and references
on these studies).
All these studies involve birth cohorts. Some have been quite narrowly focused – for example, the Port Pirie study examined the
impacts of lead exposure, and the Tasmanian Infant Health Study
addressed Sudden Infant Death Syndrome, and both shed important
light on these issues.
Most have broadened their focus over time from their initial goals,
as the richness of the data is recognised and exploited. As an
example, the Australian Temperament Project, which initially was
concerned with children’s temperament and social adjustment,
is currently working collaboratively with a number of agencies.
These include working with Crime Prevention Victoria to address
pathways to adolescent and young adult antisocial behaviour,
with the National Drug Research Institute on predictors of substance
use and misuse, and with the RACV and Traffic Accident Commission
to explore risky driving behaviour. The project is also addressing
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as much as possible while still ensuring that children born in each month of the year are included
and that the data are collected over a relatively
short period of time.

Sampling frame
The Health Insurance Commission has agreed to
the use of Medicare enrolments as the sampling
frame, ensuring that almost all Australian children
will have a chance of being included in the sample.
This provides the study with a much stronger sampling frame than any other available administrative
dataset or cold-calling contact methods.
Children with a Medicare card who have Australian
citizenship, permanent residency or application for

issues such as citizenship, relationship formation and social competence (see Smart elsewhere in this edition).
The key drawback of all these studies is that they involved single
cohorts which were born in the 1980s, and so the relevance of their
findings to early childhood in the early 21st century is uncertain.
Commonalities and differences
Despite this diverse array of longitudinal studies, some common
features emerge.
Most studies have relied on biennial data collection – this frequency
allows contact to be maintained with families without over-burdening
them, and at the same time allowing reasonably sensitive data
on development and change to be obtained.
A number of the more recent studies involve a multidisciplinary team
of academic researchers, reflecting recognition of the interconnections between different aspects of children’s development and their
social context. As a corollary, most studies have been conducted by
consortia. Some studies (for example, the Christchurch study) have
ensured continuity by having a small team involved throughout the
life of the study, whereas others (such as NLSCY) have involved
extensive consultation and a large consortium of researchers. One
way to ensure that the needs for both continuity and broad multidisciplinary input are met is to have a small core team of researchers
working in conjunction with a large consortium.
Because of the need for a substantial funding base over an extended
period of time, most studies have relied at least in part on government funding. Over-reliance on short-term competitive research
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permanent residence will be included. Children in
very remote locations may potentially be excluded
if they are too costly to visit. The Health Insurance
Commission also requires that children without
any registered Medicare activity for a specified
period of time are excluded due to concerns that
the child may have died or contact details may be
incorrect.
It has been decided that there should be no oversampling of any particular group, but it is hoped
that “nested” studies may focus on some such
groups. The sample will be clustered at the postcode
level, both for economy of data collection and to
facilitate analysis of community level effects. There
will be biennial waves of data collection starting in
2004, involving face-to-face interviews in the home,
as well as an additional mail-back questionnaire
wave in 2005.

Respondents and data collection
The study will collect data from multiple informants. Extending beyond most other studies, both
the child’s parents will be asked to provide information through a face-to-face interview and selfcompletion questionnaires. In cases where a parent
does not live with the child, consent will be sought
to contact the non-resident parent. Further, nonparental child care providers will be asked to
complete questionnaires. Data will be sought about
all forms of care – long day care centres, family day

care, preschools, nannies, relatives, friends and
neighbours. This again is an area where LSAC will
go beyond almost all existing studies.
As children become older, we will be asking
schools and teachers to provide data. Direct assessment of the child’s language and school readiness
skills will be undertaken for four-year-olds, and we
will measure children’s height and weight. When
the children reach an appropriate age, they will
also be asked to provide their own perspectives on
their lives.
In total, 18 different instruments will be used to
collect data, since separate questionnaires are
needed for the two cohorts and the different
informants. (See Christine Millward’s AIFS conference paper on the Institute’s website for more
details about the data that will be collected.)
In addition, the study will use community level
indices (for example, SEIFA and ARIA), to help assess
community level effects. We are currently pilot-testing the feasibility of collecting saliva samples (to allow
the analysis of cortisol levels) and collecting time use
data through a simple diary. Other forms of data linkage are also under consideration.
The data collected will be geared towards facilitating longitudinal analysis of children’s developmental
pathways over time. Confidentialised data sets
will be developed and warehoused at the Australian
Institute of Family Studies. It is intended that
these data will be widely available to researchers

grants has led to reductions in scope and frequency of data collection
in a number of these studies.
However, the studies also differ markedly – in sampling decisions,
sampling frame, cohort design, focus, extent of government involvement, and their accessibility for value-adding.
Sampling decisions – the majority of the studies have opted for a representative sample at a national or regional level while the others
have opted to oversample populations thought to be at most risk of
adverse child outcomes. Many of the studies have had to exclude
some difficult-to-access children. While most are non-clustered
designs, the Millenium study has adopted clustering to facilitate
analysis of neighbourhood effects. In designing a new study, difficult
decisions need to be made about whether to oversample and whether
to cluster, and what resources should be devoted to including difficult-to-access children.
Sampling frame – some have relied on random selection, others
have used administrative datasets, or have taken advantage of hospital visits.
Cohort design – resource limitations have resulted in trade-offs
between the number of cohorts involved and the size of those
cohorts. Most studies reviewed have used a single birth cohort
design, which has the advantage of simplicity. However, this
limits the rate of knowledge acquisition (that is, it takes four years
to acquire information on four year olds) and does not allow
assessment of cohort effects (possible differences in the childrearing environment for children born in different years). The NLSCY
has a wide age range, so outcomes for older age groups are more
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(continued p.47)

quickly available, but the costs are that the number of children
within any one age group is relatively small, and it is difficult to
tailor measures to the specific ages of the children. ECLS involves
slightly overlapping cohorts (at the end of the study the children in
ECLS-B will be the same age as the ECLS-K cohort at the start of the
study), allowing some limited examination of cohort effects. Other
designs, such as accelerated longitudinal or cross-sequential
designs (see main text) have rarely been adopted in large-scale studies of early childhood.
Focus – perhaps because funding is more easily available in the
health arena, the largest-scale studies have tended to focus on health
outcomes. Others have an educational focus, while yet others have
an interest in the whole gamut of developmental outcomes.
Extent of government involvement – the extent of government direction and control, as well as the priority given to either policy relevance
or scientific enquiry, varies across the studies. For example, studies
like ALSPAC are driven primarily by scientific concerns such as
understanding gene-environment interactions, while others like the
Millenium study are addressing issues of current policy relevance
such as poverty and disadvantage.
Accessibility for value-adding – the studies also differ in their
accessibility for nested studies and extensions which can value-add
to the main study. The use of the ALSPAC methodology for the
ELSPAC group of studies is a good illustration of such value-adding.
Similarly, the large number of studies drawing from the Norwegian
cohort data to address specific research issues ensures that the
data are used to maximum effect, as well as attracting additional
■
funding to the main study.
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LSAC CONSORTIUM
The contract to implement the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children
(Growing Up in Australia) was
awarded to a consortium headed by
the Australian Institute of Family Studies. Consortium members and the management structure are shown in the Table 2
and Figure 1.
The strengths of the consortium lie in its multi-disciplinary
nature, the comprehensive understanding of the conceptual and empirical research base held by its members, its
expertise in large longitudinal and/or population based
studies, its awareness of and interest in the current policy
context, and its long-term commitment to study.
In adopting the management structure shown, we have
ensured that there is a small dedicated team working on
the study (the Project Operations Team), and have mechanisms for engaging the expertise within the consortium
(through the Design Teams and Consortium Advisory
Group). There is a close working relationship between the
Project Operations Team, the Consortium Advisory Group
and FaCS, and broader consultation and input through
FaCS’s Steering Committee, the Scientific and Policy Advisory Group, and the Reference Group.
The Project Operations Team currently comprises the
Project Director (Ann Sanson), Design Manager (Christine
Millward), Survey Manager (Carol Soloff), Senior Research
Officer (Grace Soriano), and Survey Officer (Emma White).

Figure 1

Table 2

LSAC Consortium and LSAC Consortium Advisory Group

LSAC Consortium
Australian Institute of Family Studies
Associate Professor Ann Sanson – Project Director
Centre for Developmental Health, Curtin University
Professor Stephen Zubrick
Professor Sven Silburn
Australian Council for Educational Research
Dr John Ainley
Macquarie University
Associate Professor Judy Ungerer
Charles Sturt University
Ms Linda Harrison
Murdoch Childrens Research Institute
Dr Melissa Wake
Australian National University
National Centre for Epidemiology and Population Health
Dr Dorothy Broom
Dr Lyndall Strazdins
Centre for Mental Health Research
Dr Bryan Rodgers
Queensland University of Technology
Dr Jan Nicholson
Dr Donna Berthelsen
Social Policy Research Centre, University of New South Wales
Dr Michael Bittman
Consortium Advisory Group consultants
Professor Margot Prior
University of Melbourne
Professor Michael Sawyer
University of Adelaide
Professor Graham Vimpani
University of Newcastle

LSAC: management structure

LSAC Steering Committee

Reference
Group

Scientific
and Policy
Advisory
Group

LSAC Project Officer (FaCS)

Consortium
Advisory
Group

Project Operations Team

Sampling
Design
Team
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Family
Functioning
Design
Team

Health
Design
Team

Child Care
Design
Team

Education
Design
Team
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in accordance with stringent privacy and security
protocols. User support will be provided through
newsletters, a website and training courses.

Current status and next steps
In the first year of the project extensive consultation has occurred with scientific experts, state and
territory government representatives, and other
stakeholders. A first Discussion Paper on the
approach to addressing the research questions has
been published (Sanson et al. 2002). Draft instruments for collecting the data from the various
informants for both cohorts have been developed.
Extensive pre-testing of the instruments and
study methodology has occurred, and a more formal pilot test is underway. The sample design has
been developed and refined, and the fieldwork for
the study has been subcontracted to Colmar Brunton
Social Research in association with NCS Pearson.
The website for the study
(www.aifs.gov.au/growingup)
has been established, and a
logo developed.
A dress rehearsal involving approximately 250
children per cohort will take
place in August-October
2003, followed by first main
wave of data collection in
March 2004. Release of the
first wave of data is planned
for April 2005.

Conclusion
The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children is a
landmark study that will provide a unique opportunity
to provide policy-makers with a solid, comprehensive
evidence base to guide future support, intervention
and prevention policies for children and families. In
this way, we believe that it will help future Australian
children to have the best possible start in life.
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How accessible are child abuse
KATIE KOVACS reports on a recent exploratory study conducted by the National Child
Australian Institute
of Family Studies

Protection Clearinghouse that sheds some light on how families with a child at risk
of being maltreated avail themselves of child abuse prevention programs.

hild abuse is a serious issue affecting significant numbers of Australian children
every year. In 2000–2001, 27,367 cases of
child abuse or neglect were substantiated
by statutory child protection authorities
nationally (AIHW 2002). Since the “modern discovery” of child abuse, a range of services have been
developed in order to attempt to combat this problem. In order for child abuse prevention services to
be effective, it is imperative to discover whether
they are proving to be accessible for those families
and children most in need of them.
For the purposes of this study, those “most in
need” are defined as families where the parents
have not abused or neglected their children, but
are most at risk of doing so.
There is currently little documented information
available about how families locate, gain access to and
use, child abuse prevention services. In order to start
to redress this knowledge gap, the Commonwealth
Department of Family and Community Services

C

Figure 1

Accessibility flow chart
No

Is there a service available?

No

Is the availability of the
service known?
Yes

No

Are provisions available to
facilitate use?
Yes

Yes
Does the service prevent
child abuse & neglect?
Yes
CHILD ABUSE &
NEGLECT PREVENTED
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Defining accessibility
The accessibility of child abuse prevention services is
determined by various factors. It was the aim of the
study to obtain information about the availability of
child abuse prevention services, and whether such
services were adequately publicised, catered to those
most in need of a child abuse prevention service, and
successful in preventing child abuse and neglect.
Some of the key issues identified by the
researchers as affecting accessibility have been
arranged in a flow chart (Figure 1). As the chart illustrates, in order for a child abuse prevention service to
be considered accessible and effective, it needs to
meet five requirements that can be hierarchically
“nested”, such that progression through the chart is
reliant on fulfilling the requirements of each level.

The Accessibility Study

Yes

Does the service cater for
those most in need?

requested the National Child Protection Clearinghouse at the Australian Institute of Family Studies
to undertake a small exploratory research project.
The aim of the research was to investigate issues
impacting on accessibility of services designed to
prevent maltreatment, and how families with a
child at risk of being maltreated avail themselves of
such services.

No

No

FAMILIES
AND
CHILDREN
LOST

In order to obtain detailed information about access
to child abuse prevention services, perspectives
were sought from providers currently involved in
the operation of either group-based parent education or home-visiting services in New South Wales
and Victoria (both rural and urban localities).
Group-based parent education courses are centrebased and have the primary aim of enhancing
parental competencies and particularly child management skills through group-based discussions and
activities. Home-visiting services involve a social
worker or trained volunteer visitor attending the
home of families with young children. The visitor
may offer parent education and/or family support
including information on health, nutrition and safety,
and advice on the mother–child interaction. Visitors
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prevention services for families?

Need for and availability of services
Child abuse prevention services in this study were
located in areas rated by service providers as
having significant levels of child abuse and domestic
violence. As shown in Figure 2, it was found that,
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along with perceived high levels of child abuse and
domestic violence, the catchment areas also were
characterised by a range of other demographic factors often identified as “risk factors” associated
with higher rates of child abuse, neglect and domestic violence, including single-parent families, high
levels of drug abuse (by children and other family
members), high levels of criminal activity and antisocial behaviour by children, youth homelessness,
unemployment, and a large numbers of families with
multiple problems.
While service providers reported that people in the
service catchment areas experienced considerable
disadvantage, they also reported that there was a low
level of welfare services, activities and infrastructure
available for children and families in these areas. With
regard to child abuse prevention services specifically,
the majority of respondents (88 per cent) stated that
there were few services of this type in their areas.
In light of reports that there were many high-need
families in the service catchment areas and a dearth
of support services, it was not surprising to find that
demand on existing services was rated “high” in
almost all areas (94 per cent). A further finding was
Figure 2

Family risk factor/Child issue

may also monitor the child’s wellbeing and assist families to connect to other services and resources.
The Accessibility Study was conducted late in
2002. Respondents were located through snowball
sampling techniques using the phone book, local
councils, and the National Child Abuse Prevention
Programs Database.
Overall, service providers from 32 agencies who
met the study criteria agreed to participate. The sample included 13 group-based parent education
services and 19 home-visiting services operating in
rural and urban New South Wales (19) and in rural
and urban Victoria (13). Most services were being run
by non-government agencies (20), with the remaining
(12) services being run by government agencies.
A short mailed questionnaire asked providers
about their service, the area in which it was located,
and the respondents’ role at the agency. Respondents
were asked to rate their service catchment areas
against a range of health, wellbeing and demographic
indicators. The second part of the study involved a 20
minute semi-structured telephone interview, designed
to explore the service’s aims, design, type of assistance
provided, participant characteristics, referral sources,
funding sources, and levels of service evaluation.
Many of the agencies had been operating the service for a considerable time, with 75 per cent (24)
running services for three years or more. Of these,
ten services had been operating for more than ten
years. This contrasts with previous analyses of prevention services (Tomison and Poole 2000: 106)
where there was a “trend of funding predominantly
short-term pilot or demonstration projects” in the
area of child abuse prevention. Thus, it appeared
that the Accessibility Study sample comprised
relatively stable services which had substantial
experience in service provision.

Child and family risk factors in catchment: ratings by
service providers

Family risk factors
Indigenous family
recent migrant
single parent
unemployment
criminal activity
drug usage
domestic violence
multi-problems
Child issues
child abuse
child anti-social behaviour
child substance abuse
child homelessness
1.0
1.5
2.0
Almost none A few

2.5

3.0
3.5
Some

4.0
4.5
Many

5.0

Average level

Family Matters No.64 Autumn 2003

49

that the level of child abuse and numbers of available
prevention services did not coincide, with many
areas having a higher level of abuse than available
services.
Where services were available, respondents rated
the standard in one-third of the areas as “very low” to
“low”, and another one-third of the areas as “average”. Reasons for this were not sought, but may
relate to inadequate resourcing since the quality
tended to be lower where the demand was higher.

Public awareness of service availability
In order to access a service, those who are most in
need of a prevention service need to be aware of its
existence. Some providers (6) commented that they
did not actively recruit or advertise their service
because demand was already very high and they did
not wish to be swamped. One respondent stated:

“Sporadically we did advertise but we really had more
clients than we could deal with and so we only occasionally send fliers to agencies.”
However, over half of the respondents mentioned a
lack of community awareness about their program
as an issue negatively affecting accessibility (54 per
cent). Thus, although demand on services was
already high, providers believed that demand could
have potentially been higher, as there were still
families in the catchment area who were unaware of
the existence of the service.
With regard to services which did advertise, the
most common form of advertising used was “word
of mouth”. Many providers commented that if families hear positive reports about the service from

noted the effects of a shortage of staff and the need
for workers to cover very large areas, resulting in
resources being fairly thinly spread across the
catchment area and a consequent reduction in the
numbers of clients that could be seen.
While service providers were not directly asked
about child care provisions, child care emerged as an
important issue. Services which had child care facilities saw this as a positive factor in increasing
accessibility, while services without such facilities
saw it as a negative factor. This was especially the case
for the group-based parent education services where
54 per cent stated that the presence or absence of
child care was a major factor affecting accessibility.
Another factor having a negative impact on
accessibility was the operating hours of services.
Many services were being offered only during office
hours (66 per cent), which was seen by some
respondents as useful in that clients could attend
while their children were at school. However, narrow hours of operation were seen as a hindrance by
other respondents who acknowledged that operating during standard working hours often excluded
the participation of fathers. Several providers (6)
stated that they were aware that accessibility would
be increased by the extension of hours of operation
but they were unable to afford to do so.

Servicing those most in need
Are those most in need of a child abuse prevention
service able to access and receive the services they
need? Service providers were asked whether they
believed their service was attracting and assisting
those most in need of a child abuse prevention serv-

For those most in need of a prevention service, concerns were expressed about the fact that these families were
not being assisted because services were overwhelmed with tertiary clients requiring intervention.

other families, then this is a very effective form of
engagement. Other, less frequently used forms of
advertising included the use of brochures, local
media, newsletters, and informing other services
and possible referral agencies in the area.

Provisions to facilitate use
Agencies can encourage the use of services through
measures such as limiting costs and providing
transport, child care and flexible hours of operation. In the Accessibility Study, respondents
reported that almost all of their services were provided to clients free of charge.
According to respondents, access to transport
affected access to services in 85 per cent (11) of
parent education groups because of a general lack of
public transport or service-owned transport available to clients. With regard to home visiting, 37 per
cent (7) of the home visiting staff also commented
on the matter of transport and the large distances
entailed for workers carrying out their visits. They
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ice. Two-thirds (22) believed that they supported
those families most in need. However, when asked
to explain, several (5) qualified their answers. For
example:

“The service does include quite a few families who are in
serious need,but we also service some families who don’t
fit into this category.”
In 31 per cent (10) of responses, providers stated
that they believed they did not assist those most in
need of a child abuse prevention service. Typical
responses included:

“Sometimes those most in need of a child abuse prevention
service lack the confidence to attend and often these families
are hidden in the community and we don’t know they exist.”
It is likely that those families and children most at
risk are also likely to be the most difficult families to
engage (Sanders and Cann 2002). With this in mind,
providers were asked about the sorts of initiatives
they used to assist potential participants to engage
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with the service. They mentioned an array of
methods for attempting to increase engagement,
including: encouraging client input into service delivery, verbal encouragement, telephone calls and
active outreach, the provision of child care and transport, and arranging social events and activities.
One of the causes of the heavy demand experienced
by many services is that they were overwhelmed with
tertiary clients (families where children had already
been abused), being referred from statutory child protection authorities. Several comments were made by
providers about how resources were being absorbed by
tertiary clients, leaving little time left to be spent on
secondary prevention:

“Lack of funding negatively impacts us as we can only afford
30 hours a week of workers and we don’t get any time to do
prevention.In reality,everyone works extra hours.”
Another matter to arise was that the performance of
some services is measured by client turnover, so statistically a service looks better if it takes on the easier
clients with less complex and time consuming needs
which can be resolved in a limited period of time:

“We are finding that it is a number crunching game at
present. Outcomes are measured in terms of number of
people seen.Therefore we are seeing people who are easier to get and not those most in need of a child abuse
prevention service.”

Success in the prevention of child abuse and neglect
It is interesting that, when asked to give the aims of
their service, only one provider mentioned the prevention of child abuse and neglect. Further, when
asked to outline desired major and minor outcomes
of the service, more than half (53 per cent) of
providers made no mention of children’s welfare; in
the majority of cases, service aims revolved around
parents or family support and education.
Clearly, many services see the parent/s as the
central client in their service rather than the children, presuming that providing services to parents
would automatically result in the prevention of, or
reduction in, maltreatment of children, a view
which has traditionally been held by providers in
this sector (Thompson 1994).
The assumed link between parental support and
child abuse prevention is illustrated by responses to
the question: “To what degree does your service
prevent child abuse and neglect?” Many providers
felt that their service was making some contribution towards child abuse prevention. The majority
(53 per cent) (17) believed that they prevented
child abuse “completely” or “mostly”. Interestingly,
16 per cent (5) of respondents answered that they
did not know whether their service was effectively
preventing child abuse and neglect.
It is difficult for either observers or service
providers themselves to be clear as to whether
the services are effective in preventing child abuse
and neglect. Information about the impact of services is unavailable because services are seldom
formally evaluated. However, there is evidence that
service providers are increasingly recognising the
importance of gathering information about the effectiveness of their services (Tomison and Poole 2000).
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All agencies but one collected some information
about their service operation. By documenting
practice knowledge, services can develop a rich
source of information which may be a useful
resource if shared.

Conclusion
The exploratory Accessibility Study, undertaken by
the National Child Protection Clearinghouse, is one
of the first Australian studies to look into the issues
surrounding access to child abuse prevention services. Although the sample was small and not
randomly obtained, and therefore the findings not
generalisable, some interesting insights were gained.
By surveying and interviewing service providers running group-based parent education or home visiting
services, some key issues were identified that offer
some direction for further research in this area.
The study’s key findings indicated that there was
generally a greater need for child abuse prevention
services than there were services available. The
availability of existing services was known in the
community, but possibly not by those most in need
of the service. The most important provisions to
facilitate use of the services were seen to be child
care, transport, and flexible hours of operation.
With regard to those most in need of a prevention service, concerns were expressed about the
fact that these families were not being assisted
because services were overwhelmed with tertiary
clients requiring intervention. It was difficult to
gauge service outcomes as few evaluations were
being conducted. However, while the prevention of
child abuse was not seen by the majority of services
as one of their major aims, providers thought that
their services were making some contribution in
the child abuse prevention area.
Future studies should increase the sample size so
that it can be ascertained whether these findings
are generalisable to similar child abuse prevention
services across Australia. It would also be beneficial
to include the perspectives of families attending
the services, and some independant data about the
community characteristics. There is also a critical
need for long-term follow-up studies, to assess the
impacts of services on the welfare of children over
time.
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Even in modern societies, women’s views are often
still overlooked. Policy-makers and social scientists
concerned with family policy and social policy will
in future have to take greater account of women’s
values, preferences and life goals.

C ATHERINE HAKIM
Listening to women
In 1998 and 1999, the British Cabinet Office’s Women’s
Unit organised a major research program entitled
Listening to Women. The research used focus groups,
social attitude surveys and opinion polls to collect information on women’s values and priorities, what women saw
as the policy priorities, and women’s perceptions of the
main barriers to achieving their goals, including the difficulties of combining paid work and family life.
The results provided a rich portrait of the diversity of
women’s views on jobs, children and family policy (Bryson
et al. 1999; Worcester et al. 1999). For example, the studies found that one-third of women believe home and family
are women’s main focus in life, and that women should not
try to combine a career and children. Even in the youngest
age group of women who had not yet had children, onefifth still believed women cannot combine a career and
children. On the other hand, two-thirds of women agreed
that having a job is the best way for a woman to be an independent person. Women were evenly divided on whether
being a housewife is just as fulfilling as working for pay: half
agreed, half disagreed.
Many women with paid jobs did not see themselves as
career women. Rather, they felt obliged to contribute to
household finances because of housing costs and the riskiness of relying on a single breadwinner, given job
insecurity. Paid work was often regarded as an unfortunate
financial necessity or insurance policy, while being eagerly
welcomed as an avenue for self-development and independence by others.
Women were clear that the full-time mother role is
undervalued by society nowadays, and that all the social
pressures are towards mothers returning to work quickly,
and certainly after children start school:
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“People always say,‘Oh,how do you cope staying at home?’...You
shouldn’t be made to feel guilty,but I think sometimes you are,as
though you’re a cabbage because you’re at home.” (Mother not in
paid work)
“I’ve found since my youngest started school that the pressure’s
been there from everybody around.You know:‘Now both of yours
are at school, what are you doing with all these hours?’” (Mother
not in paid work)
Women noted that some families valued material possessions, or career development, more than their children:

“I find it strange when people want to have a family and have two
or three children and then leave them forever with a nanny.Why
have them? It defeats the object.” (Young woman without children)
In the absence of financial need, only 5 per cent of mothers would choose to work full-time hours, three-quarters
would prefer a part-time job, and one-fifth would prefer not
to work at all. These results are in line with European
Union surveys showing that, across all countries, the
majority of mothers would prefer not to work, or to work
part-time only, while their children were young. Full-time
mothers said that child care problems were not important;
the reason they were at home full-time was because motherhood and parenting took a central place in their lives
until their children had grown up and left home. One in ten
said they would not do paid work or use child care in any
circumstances.
Only one-third of women (and one-quarter of mothers)
thought employers should have to offer special arrangements to help women combine jobs and child care. The
most popular family-friendly arrangement was special
leave for sick children (paid or unpaid), but women were
evenly divided as to whether employers should have to
offer such a scheme or not. Otherwise, the most popular
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family-friendly policies were those offering time flexibility,
which was generally maximised in part-time jobs.
The Listening to Women research program concluded that
we should stop thinking of women as a homogeneous group;
that women want choices in their lives; that most women
have jobs rather than careers; that full-time mothers want
their role as mother to be valued and respected; that most
women were prepared to take any job that fitted in with their
family and child care commitments; that women thought
greater societal value should be attached to the role of housewife; and that women saw themselves as secondary earners,
with male partners regarded as having ultimate responsibility
for household income. One-quarter of men and women still
thought complete role segregation in the family worked best.
The diversity of women’s perspectives is highlighted by the
contrasting comments received. For example, there was
recognition that social pressures had changed:

“I know from my mum’s point of view,when she had children there
was some kind of social stigma about having to send your wife out
to work – people didn’t.But now lots of wives work,don’t they,and
I think it’s the other way round, isn’t it.You’re very lucky if you can
afford to be at home full-time.Whereas I think we managed on a lot
less perhaps,and we want a lot more now.”(Mother in paid work)
Some mothers were clear that they were happier in a job
and, as a result, so too were their families:

“I feel that it’s good for the mother to have an outside interest,
because the time that the family has together is much better quality time ...You have more to talk about.I think that,for myself,I’m a
much better person when I’m out working than when I’m at home
all the time.”(Older mother not in paid work)
“I think some children are better off being looked after by someone
else.A lot of people haven’t got the patience or the life skills to look
after their children.”(Older middle class woman)
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Other mothers were clear that they themselves could
never have left their children with other carers:

“The thought of somebody else looking after my babies – I couldn’t
have coped.I have to say I would have found it very difficult to miss
all of that – they’re only little for such a short time,and to miss that
– you can’t go back and get that.”(Mother in paid work)
Overall, mothers were clear that a choice usually had to be
made, that competing life interests were too stressful:

“I mean, something’s got to give in the end, hasn’t it.Either you, or
work,or the family and the home.” (Mother not in paid work)
“It seems to me you have either got to keep the career going and
not have kids, or have the kids and lose your career, and you have
got to make a choice.”(Young middle-class woman)
“I had quite a good job in a local authority and I felt I was ready to
be promoted to a decent position. But it was a choice between a
decent position or looking after my baby, and I chose my baby.”
(Older middle-class woman)
They were also clear that women now have choices and
opportunities:

“I think if a woman puts her mind to doing something she can do
it.Nothing’s impossible now.” (Older woman)
“It is important for women to work if they want to. I think there
should be a choice.If they want to stay at home with their children,
then I think they should be able to.”(Older working class mother)
Younger women consciously planned their careers around
family life:

“It is really important to me to have a family.I am only 19,I know,but
even when I was at school the decision I made to be a teacher was
partly because it was important for me to have children, and what
with the holidays being the same and everything,you know ...I think
it does greatly influence you,children.”(Young working class woman)

Family Matters No.64 Autumn 2003

53

Occupations that would be treated as a career by men
were often regarded as short-term jobs by women:

“I knew from a very young age that I was going to get married
and have children,that was my career in life.It was purely a job.
I went to work in a bank for four or five years.And I always knew
it was just a job until I had children.”(Older middle class woman)
Some women looked enviously at policies supporting
mothers in Scandinavian countries:

“In several of the Scandinavian countries, including Finland,
mothers do get paid a low salary for being at home with their
children. It is a poorly paid job, bringing up children, but it is
paid.”(Older middle class woman)
Did the New Labour Government of Tony Blair take any
notice of the results of the Listening to Women
research program? Of course not. The studies revealed
more diversity of values and complexity of opinion
than was politically useful. So the findings were used
selectively to support the government’s predetermined
policy positions – in particular, policies promoting paid
Table 1

Classification of women's work–lifestyle preferences
in the 21st century

Home-centred

Adaptive

20% of women
(varies 10%-30%)

Family life and
children are the
main priorities
throughout life

Childless women are
concentrated here.
Main priority in life
is employment or
equivalent activities
in the public arena:
politics, sport, art, etc.

This group is most diverse
and includes women who
want to combine work and
family, plus drifters and
unplanned careers

Prefer not to work. Want to work, but not
totally committed to
work career

Committed to work or
equivalent activities

Qualifications
obtained as
cultural capital

Qualifications obtained
with the intention
of working

Large investment in
qualifications/training
for employment or
other activities

Number of
children
is affected by
government
social policy,
family wealth, etc.

This group is very
responsive to government
social policy, employment
policy, equal opportunities
policy/propaganda,
economic cycle/recession/
growth, etc.

Responsive to
economic opportunity
political opportunity
artistic opportunity
etc.

Not responsive
to employment
policy

Such as:

Not responsive to
social/family policy

income tax and social
welfare benefits
educational policies
school timetables
child care services
public attitude towards
working women
legislation promoting
female employment
trade union attitudes to
working women
availability of part-time
work and similar work
flexibility
economic growth and
prosperity
and institutional factors
generally
Source: Hakim (2000).
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Work-centred

20% of women
60% of women
(varies 10%-30%) (varies 40%-80%)
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work as women’s central life activity.1 The reason this
is surprising is that this government proclaims repeatedly that it pursues evidence-based policies.
Why is it so hard for governments and politicians to
listen to women? The main reason is that they want to
treat women as a single-issue constituency, on a level
with other issues. Yet women form over half the population in most modern societies, so we might expect
them to display substantial diversity in values, preferences and life goals.
So far, social scientists have also treated women as a
homogeneous group, slightly different from men, with a
single set of preferences and political interests. We now
need to break away from this simplistic perspective to
develop theories and research that recognise women’s
diversity and conflicting interests. At present, preference
theory is the only theory to do this. Some demographers
have focused on changing attitudes and values as the
driving force in contemporary developments (Lesthaeghe
and Meekers 1986; Lesthaeghe 1995; Mason and Jensen
1995), but more commonly the focus is on institutional
factors and macro-level policy analysis (for example,
McDonald 2000) without any real understanding of how
these impact on women’s choices and behaviour.

Preference theory
Preference theory is a new theory for explaining and
predicting women’s choices between market work and
family work, a theory that is historically-informed,
empirically-based, multidisciplinary, prospective rather
than retrospective in orientation, and applicable in all
rich modern societies (Hakim 2000). Lifestyle preferences are defined as causal factors which thus need to be
monitored in modern societies. In contrast, other social
attitudes (such as patriarchal values) are either unimportant as predictors of behaviour, or else have only a
very small marginal impact in creating a particular climate of public opinion on women’s roles (Hakim 2003b).
Preference theory specifies the historical context in
which lifestyle preferences become important predictors of behaviour. It notes that five historical changes
collectively produce a qualitatively new scenario for
women in rich modern societies in the 21st century,
giving them options that were not previously available.
Small elites of women born into wealthy families, or
prosperous families with liberal ideas sometimes had
real choices in the past, just as their brothers did.
Today, genuine choices are open to women in the sense
that the vast majority of women have choices, not only
particular subgroups in the population.
The five social and economic changes started in the
late 20th century and are now producing a qualitatively
different and new scenario of options and opportunities
for women in the 21st century. The five conditions that
create a new scenario are: the contraceptive revolution;
the equal opportunities revolution; the expansion of
white-collar occupations; the creation of jobs for secondary earners; and the increasing importance of attitudes,
values and personal preferences in lifestyle choices.
The two revolutions (contraception and equal
opportunities) constitute the core of the social revolution for women. Collectively, the five changes are
necessary to create a new scenario in which women
have genuine choices and female heterogeneity is
revealed to its full extent.
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With rare exceptions (Cleland 1985; Murphy 1993;
Castles 2002), male demographers have generally overlooked the social and psychological significance for
women of the contraceptive revolution (Westoff and
Ryder 1977). Demographers discuss the use of contraception without distinguishing between the methods
controlled by men and those controlled by women.
Modern forms of contraception (the pill, IUD and sterilisation) are thus defined primarily by their greater
reliability, overlooking the crucial fact that they transfer control over reproduction from men to women.
Control over her fertility produces a change of perspective among women, even a psychological change,
creating a sense of autonomy, responsibility and personal freedom that is not achieved with contraception
controlled by men. Qualitative studies of contraceptive practice using the old methods clearly show that
women did not feel they had any control over their
childbearing, and had fatalistic rather than calculating
attitudes (Fisher 2000). The contraceptive revolution
is thus an essential precondition for the equal opportunities revolution and other changes to have any
substantial effect on women’s lives.
In western Europe, the United States, Australia and
other modern societies, these five changes only took
place from the 1960s onwards. The timing and pace of
change has varied, even between countries in Europe.
However, the strong social, cultural, economic and political links between modern countries suggests that no
country will lag behind on any of the changes indefinitely. All five changes were completed early in America
and Britain, so that the new scenario was well established
by the last two decades of the 20th century in these two
countries. Thus they provide the main illustration of the
consequences of the new scenario for women.

Three life choices for women
Reviews of recent research evidence (Hakim 1996,
2000) show that once genuine choices are open to
them, women at all levels of education and in all social
classes choose one of three different lifestyles – workcentred, home-centred, or adaptive (Table 1).
Work-centred women are in a minority,
despite the massive influx of women into
higher education and into professional and
managerial occupations in the last three
decades. Work-centred people (men and
women) are focused on competitive activities in the public sphere -– in careers, sport, politics, or
the arts. Family life is fitted around their work, and many of
these women remain childless, even when married. Qualifications and training are obtained as a career investment
rather than as an insurance policy, as in the adaptive group
(below). The majority of men are work-centred, compared
to only a minority of women, even in professional occupations (Hakim 1998: 221-34). Preference theory predicts
that men will retain their dominance in the labour market,
politics and other competitive activities, because only a
minority of women are prepared to prioritise their jobs (or
other activities in the public sphere) in the same way as
men. This is unwelcome news to many feminists, who
have assumed that women would be just as likely as men
to be work-centred once opportunities were opened to
them, and that sex discrimination alone has so far held
women back from the top jobs in any society.
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Home-centred women are also a minority group, and a relatively invisible one,
given the current political and media focus
on working women and high achievers.
Home-centred women prefer to give priority to private life and family life after they
marry. They are most inclined to have larger families, and
these women avoid paid work after marriage unless the
family is experiencing financial problems. They do not
necessarily invest less in qualifications, because the educational system functions as a marriage market as well as
a training institution. Despite the elimination of the sex
differential in educational attainment, an increasing proportion of wives in America and Europe are now marrying
men with substantially better qualifications, and the likelihood of marrying a graduate spouse is hugely increased
if the woman herself has obtained a degree (Hakim 2000:
193-222). This may be why women remain less likely to
choose vocational courses with a direct economic value,
and are more likely to take courses in the arts, humanities
or languages, which provide cultural capital but have
lower earnings potential.
Adaptive women prefer to combine
employment and family work without giving a fixed priority to either. They want to
enjoy the best of both worlds. Adaptive
women are generally the largest group
among women, and will be found in
substantial numbers in most occupations. Certain occupations, such as school teaching, are attractive to women
because they facilitate an even work–family balance. The
great majority of women who transfer to part-time work
after they have children are adaptive women, who seek to
devote as much time and effort to their family work as to
their jobs. In some countries (such as the United States
and southern European countries), and in certain occupations, part-time jobs are still rare, so other types of job are
chosen. For example, seasonal jobs, temporary work, or
school-term-time jobs all offer a better work-family balance than the typical full-time job, especially if commuting
is also involved. Faute de mieux, adaptive women sometimes take ordinary full-time jobs.
The three preference groups are set out as sociological
ideal-types in Table 1, with estimates of the relative
sizes of the three groups in societies where public policy
does not bias the distribution. In this case, the distribution of women across the three groups corresponds to a
“normal” distribution of responses to the family–work
conflict. In practice, in most societies, public policy is
biased towards one group or another, by accident or by
design, so that the exact percentages vary between
modern societies, with a bias towards work-centred
women or towards home-centred women.
The three lifestyle preference groups are not merely
different. Each has a substantively different value system, as well as differing life goals. These differences
sometimes bring women into conflict with each other –
for example, on whether public child care services are
necessary or not, or whether positive discrimination in
favour of women for promotion to top jobs is a good
thing or not. In a sense, there is no single, representative group of women in modern society, but three
contrasting, even conflicting groups with sharply differentiated work and lifestyle preferences. In the
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United States, the conflict between work-centred and
home-centred women has been expressed through the
two women’s movements: the feminist “women’s liberation” movement and the maternalist movement, with
conflict often focused on the issues of abortion and the
Equal Rights Amendment.
Achieving the new scenario for women does not mean
that sex discrimination has been entirely eliminated. As
definitions of sex discrimination keep expanding, from
direct discrimination to increasingly arcane forms of indirect discrimination, this battle is arguably never won.
However, it is important that trenchant equal opportunities legislation is backed up by a system of labour courts,
equality agencies and other tangible public support for
converting the letter of the law into reality.

their contrasting lifestyle preferences rather than by
behavioural outcomes. The three groups also differ in
consistency of aspirations and values, not by strong
versus weak preferences.
People who argue that women’s choices are always
shaped by external events and the situation around
them are describing adaptive women, who are in the
majority. The distinctive feature of the two extreme
groups of women (and equivalent men) is that they
do not waver in their goals, even when they fail to
achieve them. Work-centred people are defined by
prioritising market work (or other competitive activities in the public sphere) over family work and
family life, not by exceptional success in the public
sphere.

Choices are not made in a vacuum. Social and economic factors still matter, and will produce national
variations in employment patterns and lifestyle choices.

Equally important is the heterogeneity of national
cultures. Britain, America and Australia have large
and diverse populations, ensuring that cultural diversity and differences in values become accepted and
even welcomed. Some European countries (notably
the Scandinavian countries) have not yet come to
terms with the ethnic, religious and cultural diversity
that generally ensues from decades of immigration,
and they have low acceptance of diversity in values
and lifestyles.
We do not expect convergence in work rates and
lifestyle choices in new scenario countries. Even the
most liberal society and laissez faire polity still has
institutions, laws, customs, national policies and cultures that shape and structure behaviour. Choices
are not made in a vacuum. Social and economic factors still matter, and will produce national variations
in employment patterns and lifestyle choices. In
addition, the choices people make are moulded by an
unpredictable circus of events: economic recessions and
booms, wars, changes of government, as well as events in
private lives, individual ability, accidents or ill health,
“disastrous” marriages and “brilliant” marriages. As a
result, there will always be differences between new scenario countries in patterns of fertility and employment.
In sum, lifestyle preferences help to determine:
• women’s fertility – the incidence of childlessness and,
for the majority who do have children, family sizes;
• women’s employment pattern over the lifecycle –
choices between careers and jobs, full-time and
part-time work, and associated job values; and
• women’s responsiveness – to public policies, employer
policies, economic and social circumstances.
Preferences do not predict outcomes with complete
certainty, even when women have genuine choices,
because of variations in individual abilities and factors
in the social and economic environment. However, in
prosperous modern societies, preferences become a
much more important determinant, maybe even the
primary determinant of women’s behaviour.
The three lifestyle preference groups differ in values,
goals and aspirations. That is, they are defined by
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The 1999 British survey
Preference theory is empirically-based in that it was
built up from a review and synthesis of hundreds of
social science studies in several disciplines using a variety of research methods (Hakim 1996, 2000). To test
the impact of lifestyle preferences on fertility and
employment, a new survey was carried out in 1999.
The aim of the new study was to pick out the smallest possible number of survey questions and indicators
appropriate to a structured interview survey that could
be used to identify the three lifestyle preference groups
among women. This had previously been done most
effectively by qualitative studies based on depth interviews, as illustrated by Gerson’s brilliant study of how
women decide about motherhood and careers (Gerson
1985: Table C22; Hakim 2000: 149-154). The aim of the
new study was to identify classificatory questions and
variables that might be included in any large survey.
The survey was carried out as one of 27 projects
selected for an Economic and Social Research Council
Research Program on the Future of Work running over
five years (1998–2003) in Britain. The interview survey
was carried out for the author by the Office of National
Statistics in Britain, in January and February 1999.
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The survey was based on a probability random sample of households, and face-to-face interviews with one
person aged 16 and over chosen randomly within each
household. The proportion of households in which the
selected informant was the head of household or spouse
was 81 per cent in this sample. From a sample of 5388
eligible addresses, an overall response rate of 68 per cent
was achieved, producing data for a nationally representative sample of 3651 people aged 16 and over in Britain.
The final sample included 1691 men and 1960 women.
Excluding the pensioners aged 65 and over reduced the
sample for the population of working age to 2900, including 2345 married and cohabiting couples.
The survey was used to operationalise the identification of lifestyle preferences in the context of a large
scale structured interview survey, to test the classification against women’s lifestyle choices and behaviour,
and to explore further applications of the taxonomy in
sociological research on women’s employment.2 Tables
2–4 report key findings from the 1999 British survey.
The analysis is person-centred rather than variablecentred (Magnusson 1998).

Preferences and lifestyle choices
Three questions were used to operationalise lifestyle
preferences. Two questions were taken from the Eurobarometer series. 3 The third, a question on work
commitment, has been widely used, in slightly different
versions, in research on work orientations in America
and Britain.
A question on ideal family models identifies homecentred women: women who prefer to focus their time
and energy on home and family work, and thus seek a
marriage with complete role segregation. Just under
one-fifth of the sample fell into this category.
Two questions on work orientations identify people
for whom market work is central to their identities and
lifestyle. A question on work commitment identifies
people who claim they would continue with paid work
(not necessarily in the same job) in the absence of economic necessity. The introduction of a national lottery
in Britain in the 1990s made this hypothetical situation
more realistic than previously. Primary and secondary
earners were identified by a question asking about the
main income-earner(s) in the household. People who
classified themselves as sole or joint main earner(s)
were classified as primary earners; all others were classified as secondary earners.
The question was treated as an opinion question,
and analyses of responses show clearly that that is what
it is. For example, married men adopt the identity of
primary (co)earner irrespective of income level, and
even when they are not in employment. In contrast,
women who regard themselves as primary earners
when single switch immediately to the secondary
earner identity after marriage, almost irrespective of
their income level. Work centrality is defined as a combination of adopting a primary earner identity and
having non-financial commitment to one’s paid work.
For married women, this means in practice those who
regard themselves as joint main earner as well as being
committed to their employment activities. Less than
one-fifth of married women passed this test, and overall only one-quarter of women (compared to half of
men) were classified as work-centred. The residual
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group of women with more complex, or contradictory,
values were classified as adaptive.
The distribution of lifestyle preferences among
women of working age (Table 2) and wives of working
age (Table 3) is close to that predicted by preference
theory (Table 1). The distribution varies slightly
according to the population base. For example, among
wives and cohabitees aged 20-59 years, the distribution
becomes 13 per cent home-centred, 77 per cent adaptive, and only 10 per cent work-centred.
In line with preference theory, Table 2 shows that
lifestyle choices differ very substantially between the
three preference groups. Two-thirds of work-centred
women are in full-time employment. In contrast, twothirds of adaptive women work part-time or not at all.
Almost half of the home-centred women are not in
employment, and a small minority have never had a
job. A relatively high 40 per cent of home-centred
women have full-time jobs. The reasons for this unexpected result are explored in the full report, and show
that in certain circumstances, economic necessity can
override personal preferences (Hakim 2003a: 141-143,
211-233).
Home-centred and adaptive women are most likely to
marry or cohabit, and to stay married. This is not surprising, as their preferred lifestyle is heavily dependent
on having a breadwinner spouse who is in regular
employment. Work-centred women are least likely to
marry, and most likely to be separated or divorced.
Women who regard themselves as financially independent anyway have less motive to marry and to stay
married.4 Most important, home-centred women have
twice as many children as work-centred women, many of
whom seem to be childless. The fertility measure here is
the “own child” measure: the average number of children
aged less than 16 years living at home per woman aged
20-54 years. It does not include older children (who may
no longer live at home anyway), so it understates total
fertility. The measure shows clearly that fertility levels
vary dramatically between the three preference groups,
along with marriage rates and employment patterns.
Educational standards differ between the three preference groups, but not by enormous amounts. Workcentred women are slightly more likely to have higher
education – 26 per cent compared to 18 per cent in the
Table 2

Characteristics of women in the three lifestyle
preference groups
Homecentred

Adaptive

Workcentred

Employed
full-time
part-time
Not in employment
Married/cohabiting

40%
16%
44%
71%

35%
37%
28%
80%

63%
15%
22%
45%

Average number of children
aged <16 at home

1.28

1.02

0.61

Left full-time education
by age 16 years
by age 17-20 years
by age 21 years and over

54%
28%
18%

55%
28%
17%

42%
32%
26%

171

870

194

14%

70%

16%

Base=100%
National distribution
of the three groups

Notes: Women aged 20-59 who have completed their full-time education.
The fertility indicator is shown for married and cohabiting women aged 20-55 years.
Source: Hakim (2003a).
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other two groups. The difference is small enough to be
explained by differential self-selection into higher education. As predicted by preference theory, lifestyle
preferences cut across education groups, as well as socioeconomic and income groups. Overall, the key features of
the three lifestyle preference groups are in line with preference theory. In broad terms, preferences predict
outcomes. Further analysis (Hakim 2003a) shows that
attitudes predict behaviour, but that behaviour does not
predict attitudes. That is, attitudes are not a post hoc
rationalisation for decisions already taken.

are not absolutely reliable, but the pattern is consistent, and strong, in both groups of women.
Fertility among home-centred women is double the
level among work-centred women. Again the differences
are even larger among highly qualified women, with fertility rates almost trebled compared with work-centred
wives. Overall, lifestyle preferences are more important
than the variables more commonly measured in surveys,
such as education or social status. It appears that lifestyle
preferences are the hidden, unmeasured factor that
determines women’s behaviour to a very large extent.

Careers and fertility

Competing social policies

Further analysis of the 1999 British survey shows that
lifestyle preferences are even more important than
educational qualifications in shaping women’s choice
between market work and a life centred on family life
and children. The theses that women’s fertility declines
with increasing social status, and that higher education
invariably leads women to become career-oriented, are
shown to be unsupported.
The analysis in Tables 3 and 4 is restricted to wives
because women’s choices only become sharply defined,
and can only be implemented, after marriage to a breadwinner spouse.5 The analysis is also restricted to wives
aged 20-54 years because women aged 55 and over
almost never have children aged under 16 at home, and
because many women (and men) quit the labour market
from age 55 onwards. The analysis focuses on the choice
between a career, as indicated by full-time employment
(Table 3), compared to a life centred on family work, as
indicated by the fertility measure (Table 4).
The possession of higher education qualifications is
a good general indicator of women’s social status. It is
an indicator of women’s self-confidence and selfassertiveness; of women’s potential earnings if they
choose to work; and a rough indicator of their socioeconomic status, either through their own job or their
husband’s status. Tables 3 and 4 show virtually no
impact of education, or social status, on wives’ career
orientation and fertility levels.
Education does have an impact on employment: fulltime work rates are 24 percentage points higher among
highly qualified women. However, lifestyle preferences
are far more important – as a determinant of both
employment and fertility levels. Work-centred wives
have much higher full-time work rates than home-centred (or adaptive) wives, whether they are highly
educated or not. Small base numbers mean the results
for family-centred women in the highly qualified group

Preference theory offers a new approach to policy
development, one that takes account of the diversity of
lifestyle preferences instead of adopting the usual onesize-fits-all approach. As Gauthier (1996) has pointed
out, the heterogeneity of individual and household
employment strategies within modern societies makes
it impossible to get accurate measures of the impact of
family policies. Policies that treat women as a homogeneous group are bound to fail, or to work poorly.
Policies that are designed to be neutral between the
three preference groups, offering each of them a
flexible benefit, will be hugely successful in terms of
take-up rates and political popularity.
These arguments are set out more fully elsewhere
(Hakim 2000: 223-253). In practice, however, politicians have tended to develop policies that favour one
group at the expense of the others, because they rely
(sometimes implicitly) on a single model of the ideal
family rather than accepting the diversity of fully effective family models implied by the typology in Table 1.
The analytical framework of preference theory helps us
to identify such biased policies.
At present, social policy and family policy generally
focus on the working mother and ignore home-centred
women. It is often argued that maternity leave (unpaid
or paid) helps women to combine paid work with having children. However, a preference theory perspective
clarifies that it is mainly work-centred women (and to
a lesser extent adaptive women who lean towards
careers) who benefit from maternity leave and related
job rights – that is, women who have the lowest fertility
and are least likely to increase it.
This helps to explain why maternity leave rights
have relatively low take-up rates. In Britain, studies of
maternity leave rights have concluded that “two-thirds
of mothers now return to work after childbirth”. In fact,
two-thirds of all mothers are at home full-time caring

Table 3

Relative importance of lifestyle preferences and education: full-time work rates
Working full-time

Distribution

Highly qualified women
%

Other women
%

Highly qualified women
%

Other women
%

Lifestyle preferences
work-centred
adaptive
family-centred

93
48
(28)

65
26
34

18
71
11

8
78
14

All wives 20-54
Base=100%

54
119

30
589

100
119

100
589

Notes: Married women aged 20-54 who have completed their full-time education. In the absence of information on educational qualifications, the highly qualified are defined as
those completing their full-time education at age 21 and over, because in Britain first degrees are normally completed by age 21. People completing full-time education at
age 20 or earlier are assumed to have qualifications below tertiary education level.
Source: Hakim (2003a).
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for their baby, as a matter of choice. For the minority
who do return to work, this return is usually shortlived. And promises to return to work are routinely
broken: only about half of working women who promise to return to their jobs after the birth actually do so
in Britain – a likelihood that is no better than chance
(Hakim 1996: 127-129, 2000: 120-122).

focus instead on policies to support home-centred
women, who have the highest fertility rates and can
most easily be persuaded to increase their family size.
Such policies would also benefit those adaptive women
who lean towards the family, rather than market work,
as their main priority. In practice, the focus of social
and family policy in most modern societies has swung
so far towards the working mother that there is now
a systematic policy bias against non-working mothers, most obviously in relation to lone mothers.
Until recently, policy makers accepted that it was
in children’s best interest for the sole parent to be
a full-time parent, even if this meant long-term
dependence on welfare, social housing and other benefits. Policy has now swung against full-time mothers,
and lone mothers are forced into low-paid and unrewarding jobs in Welfare to Work schemes in the
United States. In Britain, there are similar pressures
pushing lone mothers into jobs on the grounds that
they are “better off” psychologically and financially.
Publicity for such schemes underlines the low
public esteem accorded to full-time mothers and
parenting work generally, and reinforces the idea that
citizenship is dependent on gainful employment,
however low-status and low-paid. In the United

The focus of social and family policy in most modern societies has swung so far towards the working mother that
there is now a systematic policy bias against non-working mothers, most obviously in relation to lone mothers.

An Australian study produced broadly similar results
(Glezer 1988). Only half of all Australian women eligible
for maternity leave took it. The other half did not take it
because they did not intend returning to the same job, or
any job, after the birth. Two-thirds of those who did
return to work chose part-time or marginal hours rather
than full-time work. Eligibility for maternity rights made
no difference to the likelihood of being back in a job of
some sort 18 months after the birth. Glezer found that
attitudes towards motherhood versus paid work was the
most important determinant of the decision to return to
work, or not. However, women always said they returned
to work because they “needed the money”, a response
given across all categories of family income. In sum,
maternity leave rights seem to make virtually no difference to women’s behaviour.
Governments that are serious about raising fertility
rates (and few are, as Demeny 1987 points out) should
Table 4

States, Crittenden (2001: 2) maintains that full-time parenting tends to be equated with “doing nothing”.
For some reason, governments find it difficult to
accord reproductive work the same status, dignity and
value as productive work. This is probably because
governments, and public policy, are still male-dominated, even in modern societies, and men insist on
treating women’s unpaid reproductive work as takenfor-granted, “natural” women’s work that does not
merit the same valuation and rewards as male-style
productive work. The bottom line in public policy is
that women should provide reproductive services for
free. Unfortunately, many women have absorbed this
phallocentric thesis, leading them to support policies
that deny professional fees to surrogate mothers, denigrate sex workers, deride couples who pay to adopt
children, and disdain other activities involved in the
industrialisation of sexual and reproductive work.6

Relative importance of lifestyle preferences and education: fertility
Average number of children <16 at home

No children at home

Highly
qualified
women
n

Other
women

All
women

Other
women

All
women

n

Highly
qualified
women
%

n

Lifestyle preferences
family-centred
adaptive
work-centred

%

%

(2.0)
1.0
0.71

1.18
1.09
0.62

1.29
1.08
0.65

(8)
39
68

42
42
64

37
42
65

All wives 20-54
Base=100%

1.08
119

1.08
589

1.08
708

41
119

44
589

44
708

Notes: Married women aged 20-54 who have completed their full-time education. See notes to Table 3.
Source: Hakim (2003a).
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Similarly, many governments have fiscal policies that
discriminate against single-earner families, including
Britain, Sweden and Australia (Hakim 2000: 230).
Child care services provide another example of policies that are presented as being beneficial to women
generally but in fact favour one particular group. Like
maternity leave, public child care services (free or subsidised) are primarily of benefit to work-centred
women who choose to return to work shortly after a
birth. They are of less value to adaptive women, who
either drop out of the labour market while their children are young, or else work part-time hours if at all
possible. Public child care services are of no value at all
to home-centred women who choose to care for
their children themselves. Indeed, many home-centred women resent their husband’s taxes being used
to subsidise child care for women who “cannot be
bothered” to look after their own children.
Preference theory exposes the bias against full-time
motherhood in current fiscal, social and family policies
in many modern societies. It also helps us to identify
policies that are neutral between the three preference
groups. One example is the home care allowance introduced in various forms in the 1990s in Finland,
Norway and France (Hakim 2000: 232-235). The
home care allowance is a salary paid to the mother (or
any parent) who stays at home to care for children
without using public day care nurseries. It is quite separate from financial benefits paid for dependent
children, which are intended to help parents with the
extra costs of children’s food, clothing and education.

overturned by the contraceptive revolution, and the
other social and economic changes it made possible.
The first distinctive feature of preference theory is the
recognition that the contraceptive revolution of the
1960s, and several other recent social and economic
changes create a new scenario of opportunities and
options for women. This is a fundamental and radical
change in women’s position in society and the lifestyle
choices open to them. Male demographers (and many
other social scientists) have tended to assume that
motherhood was a natural, even biologically determined
destiny for women, and that the high levels of fertility
seen in the past were “normal”. They have failed to

When women control their own fertility, it is their preferences and values which shape responses to public policy –
and public policy has not, in practice, paid much attention to women’s wishes so far.

The home care allowance can be regarded as a wage
for child care at home, as a partial replacement for
earnings foregone, or it can be used as a subsidy for
purchased child care services which enable the parent
to return to work, full-time or part-time. The scheme
has been hugely popular wherever it is introduced, with
take-up rates close to 100 per cent even in the early
years, unlike the much-publicised parental leave rights.
The value of the home care allowance varies between
countries and schemes, but is never nominal. For
example, in Finland the home care allowance for one
child amounts to 40 per cent of the average monthly
earnings of female employees. The allowance is a public statement of the social value accorded to full-time
parenting and the dignity of motherhood. By raising the
social status of motherhood as compared with paid
jobs, it redresses the bias against motherhood as an
activity, and can also impact on fertility rates.

Conclusions
Most research seeks to identify central tendencies:
what the average woman does, or wants. The implicit
assumption is that women and men form homogeneous
groups, with the differences between them steadily
shrinking in modern societies. This was a reasonably
accurate picture in the past. However, this picture was
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recognise that sexually active heterosexual women had
no control over their fertility, and had little or no choice
about the shape of their lives, prior to the introduction of
modern methods of contraception.
The contraceptive revolution gave women independent control of their fertility, if necessary without the
agreement or cooperation of male partners, for the first
time in history. When women control their own fertility,
it is their preferences and values which shape responses
to public policy – and public policy has not, in practice,
paid much attention to women’s wishes so far.
The second distinctive feature of preference theory
is the recognition of female heterogeneity in preferences for a life centred, like men, on employment or
other competitive activities in the public sphere or else
a life centred on the non-competitive activities of private life. It is this heterogeneity of lifestyle preferences
that impedes attempts to predict fertility and employment after the contraceptive revolution and the new
scenario give women genuine choices over the shape of
their lives, for the first time in history.
The diversity of women’s lifestyle preferences corresponds to three distinct models of the family, each of
them effective and rewarding in different ways for those
who choose them. The 1999 Listening to Women survey
confirms that it is lifestyle preferences, rather than level
of education, that predict whether women’s lives will be

Australian Institute of Family Studies

focused on careers and jobs, or on children and family
life. The more highly educated a woman is the greater
the impact of her preferences on her lifestyle choices.
Two conclusions follow from this. First, it is necessary
to collect information on women’s (and men’s) lifestyle
preferences as well as on all the other factors routinely
covered by surveys, such as education, income and so
forth. An ideal opportunity presents itself in HILDA (the
Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia
survey), the new longitudinal study of 7700 Australian
households being carried out by the Melbourne Institute
of Applied Economics and Social Research in conjunction with the Australian Institute of Family Studies and
others (Weston and Wooden 2002). The survey already
collects data on attitudes and values, through interviews
and self-completion questionnaires, so it would be easy
to add the handful of questions required to identify
lifestyle preferences. This would allow all the HILDA
research topics to be analysed in the context of people’s
ideal family model, including employment patterns, fertility decisions, voluntary childlessness, and responses
to policy interventions.
Second, we have to recognise that one-size-fits-all
policies will no longer suffice. Policy-making must
become a more complex enterprise, recognising that
competing family models require diversified social
policies that offer different types of support to each
preference group. At best, we should be developing
flexible and neutral policies, such as the home care
allowance, that leave people free to choose how to
spend their benefits.
Most important, we need to redress the current bias
towards policies supporting working women exclusively, at the expense of policies supporting full-time
homemakers and full-time parents.

Endnotes
1. This is very obvious in the summaries published in the October
1999 magazine-style report Voices: Turning listening into action.
The emphasis in this report is on education and training, access to
paid work, job segregation, the pay gap, and child care services for
working mothers. There is virtually no mention of full-time homemakers and full-time parents, and there are no policies listed to
support this group.
2. A full report on the 1999 British survey and an equivalent 1999
Spanish survey is given in Hakim (2003a).
3. The Eurobarometer series of surveys is run by the European
Commission to inform European Union policy-making. They cover
all EU member states, and focus on social and political attitudes.
4. There is a substantial literature debating whether increased economic independence reduces women’s interest in marriage
(Oppenheimer 1994, 1997; Oppenheimer and Lew 1995). It
appears that this effect operates only among work-centred
women, who are a small minority.
5. The analysis was repeated for women who were not married and
not cohabiting. In this sub-group, there is little variation in fulltime work rates and fertility between preference groups. It is only
after marriage that the three preference groups show differentiated behaviour patterns.
6. One reason why women resist the industrialisation and commercialisation of sexual and reproductive work is because this introduces competitive values into an area of social life currently dominated by cooperative and caring values. These contrasting value
systems are features of the market economy and the domestic
economy respectively and not, as Parsons and Bales (1955)
assumed, characteristics of men and women per se.
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Steps forward for families
Research, practice and policy
Eighth Australian Institute of Family Studies Conference

T

he theme of the 8th Australian Institute of Family Studies Conference, held in Melbourne on
12-14 February 2003, was Steps forward for
families: Research, practice and policy. The conference was attended by 454 delegates, with 145 papers
presented over the three days of the conference.
In welcoming the delegates to the conference, the
Institute’s Acting Director, Associate Professor Ann
Sanson, said that the aim of the conference was to bring
together research on a wide range of family issues, noting that many of the papers and conference sessions
were at the intersection of research, policy and practice.

Minister opens conference
The conference was opened by the Minister for
Family and Community Services, Senator the Hon.
Amanda Vanstone. The Minister’s remarks were
presented to the large audience of the opening session via a video address, as she was unable to attend
in person due to Parliamentary commitments.
The Minister’s address focused on the challenges
families face as they balance work and family priorities. Touching on the reasons why many women
return to work soon after having children, the Minister acknowledged that women returning to work is

necessary to ensure long-term financial security –
as an investment in their future, and the future of
their children.
The Minister challenged the widespread view
that two-income families are affluent, pointing out
that most earn less than $70,000 per year, and that
their income is a product of having two people
working, not two high salaries. “We need to recognise the contribution, and sacrifices, that both
parents are making by going out to work.”
Senator Vanstone commended the work of the
Australian Institute of Family Studies, and thanked
the former Director (recently retired), Mr David
Stanton, for his outstanding contribution to the
Institute over the last four years.
The Institute was fortunate that The Hon. Larry
Anthony, MP, Federal Minister for Children and
Youth Affairs, was able to accept a late invitation to
address the opening session of the conference in
person. (See accompanying box for a summary of
Minister Anthony’s remarks.)

The organising themes of the conference
The conference was structured around three major
themes – Children and Parenting, Family and

I N T E R R E L AT I O N S H I P B E T W E E N W O R K A N D FA M I LY
The Hon.Larry Anthony, the Federal Minister for Children and Youth
Affairs, gave an address at the opening session of the Australian Institute
of Family Studies Conference on 12 February 2003.
Minister Anthony spoke of the interrelationship between work and family, with the positive or negative aspects of one spilling over to the
other. Helping parents to negotiate their work and family responsibilities is also about giving children a better go in life, he said.
He outlined his concerns for children growing up in jobless families
and emphasised the government’s view that promoting family stability
is also part of assisting workforce participation and improving the circumstances of children.
Noting that there is now compelling evidence of the importance of the
early years of a child’s life in shaping lifelong outcomes, the Minister
outlined the Government’s planned development of a national Early
Childhood Agenda. Early childhood experiences, along with other key
experiences throughout children’s development, affect education,
career prospects, health, reliance on welfare, substance misuse and
becoming entangled with the criminal justice system.
Working closely with Commonwealth Ministers in other portfolios,
other levels of government, research organisations and key groups
with an interest in early childhood, the agenda will focus on early child
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and maternal health, early learning and care, and supporting childfriendly communities.
The Minister said that supporting family resilience through capacitybuilding investments in early childhood development and youth can be
the basis for greater independence in adulthood and a more productive
future workforce. “Investing in children now is not only about valuing
children but is also about economic development in the future. It is central to future workforce productivity and social wellbeing.”
The Minister reiterated Senator Vanstone’s comments about the Government’s support for a quality child care system that is more
responsive to families’ needs. The Government’s focus has been on
four key areas – affordability, access, choice and quality. Each has a
major bearing on current workforce participation. And, of course, quality of child care has a significant impact on outcomes for children as
well as being a high priority for parents.
Minister Anthony also noted that positive outcomes for “at risk” children in
particular are linked to quality child care and early childhood education. For
at risk children, the Government is putting in place other cooperative initiatives with state and territory governments that will improve the conditions
for children and young people in foster care; set up better child abuse prevention strategies, particularly for indigenous communities; and improve
child protection after notification of maltreatment.
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Marriage, and Family and Society. These themes largely
reflect the work currently being undertaken by the
Institute and relate directly to government policy and
areas of particular interest. Several family policy issues
continued to attract a great deal of interest. These
issues include the declining fertility rate, balancing
work and family, factors affecting child development,
and strengthening families and communities
Both keynote speakers, Dr Catherine Hakim and
Professor Bob Gregory, were first-rate.
Dr Hakim is a Senior Research Fellow in the
London School of Economics Department of Sociology, and an internationally renowned authority
on women’s employment and women’s role in the
family. Her paper, Competing family models and
competing social policies, discussed the importance of policy-makers and social scientists
concerned with family and social policy taking
greater account of women’s values, preferences and
life goals, and heterogeneity among women in
these. (Dr Hakim’s address is published in this edition of Family Matters.)
Professor Gregory, Head of the Economics Program in the Research School of Social Sciences at
the Australian National University, presented an
address on The impact of continued labour market
change on families. (See accompanying box for a
summary of Professor Gregory’s address.)
The conference concluded with a panel discussion on the topic How can government support
families in bringing up their children?
It is not possible in a short overview to provide a
summary of all the sessions at the conference, still
less a review of all the approximately 140 papers that
were delivered (see www.aifs.gov.au/institute/
afrc8/papers.html for copies of many of the papers)
and the discussions that followed them. This summary confines itself to identifying several key themes.

Children and parenting issues
Family and social changes, such as the dramatic
rise in female employment over the past few
decades, have challenged traditional notions of
“family” as comprising a breadwinner father and a
stay-at-home mother. This has created an interest
in the role of non-maternal caregivers in children’s
upbringing, and the way in which non-traditional
family structures nurture children and support
their growth and development.
In keeping with the theme of parenting and
child rearing as a central family function during a
period of rapid social and family change, several
papers discussed child rearing attitudes and
practices among fathers and non-maternal caregivers
such as grandparents, foster carers and child care
professionals, as well as the correlates of such care.
Papers suggested that the time children spend
with fathers and in child care is qualitatively different from time in maternal care. In the context of
mother care and child care differences, it was suggested that differences in values and practices
between adult caretakers could have a negative
relationship to children’s wellbeing.

Australian Institute of Family Studies

Australian and British studies highlighted key
social changes that are transforming the grandparenting role, with anecdotal evidence suggesting an
increased reliance on grandparents as a source of
routine, non-parental child care. Juxtaposed with
this, however, are tensions arising from different
attitudes among grandparents towards assuming
responsibility for child care, and limited material
and practical support to assist grandparents in
meeting responsibilities for child raising.
Papers on fathering and grandparenting tended
not to address their impact on child outcomes.
In contrast, papers related to non-parental child
care examined the impacts of particular types of
care experiences, such as the use of multiple and
changeable child care arrangements, on child outcomes. Curriculum development for children from
birth to two years of age, and the recruitment and
retention of qualified early childhood workers, were
also discussed in terms of what can be done better
to ensure children’s non-parental child care experiences are developmentally enhancing.
A number of papers examined the importance of
a range of child, family and community factors on
specific child outcomes. These papers enhanced
understanding about interventions that can help prevent problem outcomes such as antisocial behaviour,
offending and mental health problems, and help promote social competency and resiliency in children.
Key messages that came through from this set of
papers, particularly those relating to the well-established Australian Temperament Project and the
new Growing Up in Australia study, were the importance of a longitudinal design, representative
samples, and a multivariate analytic approach in
understanding the course of child development.
Finally, there was the question of what the future
holds for partnering, child bearing and child rearing.
Papers relating to the use of artificial reproduction
technologies, lesbian women anticipating and achieving parenthood, suggest that pathways to family
formation and concepts of “mother”, “father” and
“family” are ever diversifying. However, if the attitudes
of the young adults involved in the Australian Temperament Project are anything to go by, aspirations for
relationships and family continue to be strong. The
challenge is how best to support the broad array of
family types in which children grow and develop.

Support for families
An important theme to emerge from reports from
longitudinal child outcomes studies was the importance of the early years of development for later
life. A related message was that effective investment
in the early years can not only give children a
happy start to life, but can set the stage for positive
development over the life course. This was picked
up during the final session of the conference – a
panel based around the question “How can government support families in bringing up their
children?”
Panellists Professor Peter McDonald, Associate Professor Dorothy Scott, and Professor Frank
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At the conference – many hands at work!
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Oberklaid explored the need to resolve issues around
the balance between work and family life, to integrate
services into local, integrated systems of services for
children and their families, to promote quality environments wherever child development takes place (at
home or in non-parental child care settings), and to
provide earlier identification of, and thus a more
timely response to, children at risk of health, development or behavioural problems.
The importance of the non-government sector,
informal systems of help, and supportive, childfriendly communities in fostering positive family and
child functioning was also highlighted. There were
also several suggestions for reorienting financial supports to families that would ensure that benefits are
attached to children rather than to their parents or
caregivers, and that the level of assistance provided is
sufficient to meet the needs of children living in lowincome, or work-poor, families.

Addressing family violence
The expansion of the Institute’s research program
into the area of family violence, particularly through
the operation of the National Child Protection

5

Clearinghouse, was reflected in the program. Individual papers explored a range of family violence
issues, including: aspects of child protection practice; adult sexual assault by intimate partners;
intra-familial homicide; female perpetrators of child
abuse; and violence directed at animals.
A number of key trends were evident. First, there
has been growing recognition that family violence
tends to be manifested in several ways within the

KEYNOTE ADDRESS

Welfare payments,employment and partnering for lone mothers
A keynote address was given to the 8th Australian Institute of Family
Studies Conference by Professor R.G. (Bob) Gregory AO, Professor
of Economics and Head of the Economics Program at the Research
School of Social Sciences, Australian National University, Canberra.

when movements from one payment type to another and movements
off and then back onto welfare payments are taken into account, the
total amount of time spent in receipt of welfare payments is around
12 years.

Professor Gregory’s address, The impact of continued labour market
change on families, focused on the relationship between income
support payments, employment, and partnering for lone mothers. At
the heart of the discussion was the question of duration: For how
long are lone mothers reliant on the welfare system and what were
the effects of this reliance on their children?

About one quarter of the lone parent women moved between the payment for lone mothers (Parenting Payment Single – PPS) and the
payment for mothers with a partner (Parenting Payment Partnered –
PPP), apparently after moving in with a low-income, usually unemployed man. However, the relationships they form appear to be
relatively brief, with most of the women returning to PPS after a short
period of time. The implication of this is that, for many lone mothers,
partnering within the welfare system is not usually the first step
towards leaving income support.

Using Centrelink longitudinal administrative data to examine lone
mothers’ benefit histories, Professor Gregory found that between
1995 and 2001 only 16 per cent of lone mothers entering Parenting
Payment Single (previously the Sole Parent Pension) in 1995 left the
welfare system entirely after one spell. His analyses revealed that,
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Professor Gregory argued that his findings dramatically change how
we should look at lone parents on benefits. If lone mothers are in the
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one family. That is, there is a link between the
different forms of family violence. This is perhaps
clearest when looking at the association between
different forms of child abuse and domestic violence (that is, the violence between intimate
partners). This is an issue that received considerable attention at the conference.
The second broad theme concerned developments
in research and practice. Presentations were given

The Hon. Larry Anthony, Federal Minister for Children and Youth Affairs.

2

Associate Professor Ann Sanson, Acting Director, Australian Institute of Family Studies.

3

Keynote Speaker Professor Bob Gregory, Head of the Economics Program, Research School
of Social Sciences, Australian National University.

4

Professor Peter McDonald, Head of the Demography and Sociology Program, Australian
National University.

5

Keynote Speaker Dr Catherine Hakim, Senior Research Fellow in the Department of
Sociology, the London School of Economics.

6

Dr David de Vaus, Senior Research Advisor at the Australian Institute of Family Studies, and
Associate Professor in Sociology, La Trobe University.

7

Ms Jill Singer, journalist and media commentator, chaired the conference Panel Discussion.

8

Questions from the floor.

8

on aspects of child protection practice, particularly
as it pertained to children living with domestic violence, and child sexual assault. A symposium on the
roles and functions of the Queensland Commission
for Children and Young People highlighted the use of
evidence-based practice to inform the advice provided to government and the professional sector.
The session also highlighted a third theme, the
growing recognition of the need to engage with

system for 12 years, rather than the two to three that has been
argued previously, there is a much greater degree of reliance on welfare payments among this group than had previously been believed.
Professor Gregory presented data on the proportion of lone mothers receiving welfare payments who also have some earnings. For
60 per cent, the PPS provided the only source of income. Less than
30 per cent of lone parents receiving benefits worked part-time, and
only 13 per cent of these earned more than $200 a week.
Only a relatively small proportion of lone mothers who leave the
income support system are leaving because they have found fulltime employment with an income that results in loss of eligibility
for benefits. For most lone mothers, finding a job which pays
more than the $32,000 cut-off for benefits is quite difficult. The
more usual exit route is partnering with an employed man.
Part-time work was the most likely route away from welfare for
lone mothers, but not because they earned enough income to no
longer be eligible for benefits. The most likely way out of the system was through partnering with a man who worked full-time, and

Australian Institute of Family Studies

1

it was the women who worked part-time, who were most likely to meet
potential partners with jobs.
Thus, Professor Gregory argued, the major reason that partnering did not
always lead to long term exits from the welfare system is the increase in joblessness in the male labour market, that is the shortage of eligible employed
men. According to Professor Gregory, the longer-term solution to increasing welfare dependency of lone mothers may thus not be making minor
changes to the financial incentive to take-up paid employment, but rather
changes in the male labour market. He said the focus of the Federal Government’s welfare reform agenda on helping lone parents get back into the
workforce would probably help women with older children the most, but that
reducing male unemployment would probably have the largest effect.
Professor Gregory’s concluding comment was that the welfare system in
Australia should not be thought of as a system which provided insurance
in the case of a one-off adverse event: rather, it is a longer-term but
dynamic system of support. Lone mothers are continually moving back
and forwards across payment types and in and out of part-time jobs
while still on income support.
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children and young people, and to ensure their
participation in the development of policy and
practice.

A focus on resiliency
The change from (purely) preventing risks or social ills
towards the creation of family and community capacity (resilience) is now an important trend. The impact
of this shift, and some of the challenges for family support work, were explored in a number of sessions.
The Institute’s role in conducting research allied
to the Commonwealth’s Stronger Families and
Communities Strategy came to the fore via sessions
that highlighted the innovative work of the Stronger
Families Learning Exchange. A major component of
the Learning Exchange is a Training and Support
Team of researchers who provide “action research”
evaluation support to approximately 40 community
development projects, funded under the Strategy’s
Stronger Families Fund.
A Stronger Families Learning Exchange symposium outlined how the Commonwealth’s vision of
research support for a range of community development projects located across the nation is in the
process of being translated by the research team into
broader learnings that can inform policy. The
specifics of providing action research support were
further delineated via the presentation of an action
research methodology workshop. This session
provided the audience with an opportunity to hear of
the research team’s experiences in working with a
range of projects within a government bureaucratic
context, and to workshop issues of research practice.

Social capital, families and communities
Two sessions at the conference were dedicated to
exploring the interaction between family life and
community life. This issue reflects a current policy
emphasis on social participation, as well as the
increasing research recognition that social relationships and community context are important to a
range of outcomes for families and individuals.
Beginning with studies that used the “social
capital” concept to explore the links between
family life and community participation, papers
demonstrated the increasing sophistication in
conceptualisation, measurement and research–
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policy links. Moving well beyond the methodological
confusion that was rife in social capital research until
recently, the focus of these papers was on exploring
which aspects of family life contributed to community
participation and trust – and how this link occurs.
Following these themes through to a focus on community life, a second series of papers examined
community relationships and what these mean for
family life and community wellbeing. These papers
showcased not only a range of methodologies, but also
a range of research, practice and policy approaches to
understanding community strengths in the context of
disadvantaged communities. They included: an application of grounded inquiry to understanding social
inclusion, exclusion and power relationships in a
rural community; an analysis of social capital in various types of disadvantaged communities; and an
overview of an on-site project exploring the ways in
which technology can enhance existing community
ties in high density urban environments.

Family and work
Over the past year, the links between work and family have emerged as one of the key challenges facing
Australia. Political parties have made major statements about the importance of work and family
issues. A number of the papers at the conference
were related to issues of work and family.
In her keynote address, Dr Catherine Hakim argued
that now that women in western societies control their
own fertility, it is their preferences and values which
shape responses to public policy – and public policy
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has not, in practice, paid much attention to women’s
wishes. She outlined the results of the UK Listening to
Women research program, a major conclusion of
which was that the diversity of women’s lifestyle preferences corresponds to three distinct models of the
family, each of them effective and rewarding in different ways for those who choose them. (See Dr Hakim’s
paper elsewhere in this edition.)
Several papers discussed the issues families face
in reconciling their family and their work commitments and the nature of policies which may ease
the time and money pressures faced by families. An
innovative feature of several of the papers in this
area was the analysis of time use data.
The cost associated with raising children is a vital
question for parents and is significant for governments
in setting payments to assist families with children
and considering child support rules. It is also highly
relevant in the context of debates about fertility. Estimates were presented of the costs of raising children
in Australia and how these costs vary according to
family size, age of children and family income. The
conference heard about the results of research on the
costs of child care and the level of assistance with
these costs provided by the government.
There were several papers on living standards
and poverty. Some of these emphasised the role of
paid employment in reducing poverty and improving living standards. One paper illustrated the
impact of living in low-income families on the lives
of children and the ability of children to participate
in a range of activities. A feature of this study is that

Australian Institute of Family Studies

9

Jill Singer, Chair of the Panel Discussion, Catherine Rosenbrock (AIFS), and her baby Alannah.

10

Priscilla Binks (Centre for Community Services Research),Judy Cashmore (SPRC,University of NSW),
and Adam Tomison (AIFS).

11

Ruth Weston (AIFS) and Violet Kolar (Hanover Welfare Services).

12

Johanna Watson (NSW Department of Community Services),Tess Ridge (University of Bath),
David Stanton (former AIFS Director),and Ann Harding (National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling).

13

Katie Kovaks (AIFS), Janet Stanley (AIFS), and Stephen Walker (University of London).

14

Diana Smart (AIFS) and Suzanne Vassallo (AIFS).

15

Janet Taylor (Brotherhood of St Laurence) and Helen Moyle (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare).

16

AIFS Librarian, Carole Jean (behind the counter) is kept busy with conference delegates’ queries at the
Institute’s conference display stand.

16

it reported on children’s perceptions of the impact
of limited financial resources on their lives, something which has rarely been done in Australia.
The high rates of poverty among lone-mother families formed a major focus. Many commentators saw
relatively low rates of employment as the primary factor explaining their financial disadvantage.
In his keynote address, Professor Bob Gregory
focused on the relationship between income support
payments, employment, and partnering for lone
mothers. At the heart of his address was the question
of duration. That is, for how long are lone mothers
reliant on the welfare system? Professor Gregory presented data showing that there is a much greater
degree of long-term reliance on welfare payments
among this group than had previously been believed.
(See accompanying box for a summary of Professor
Gregory’s paper.)
Another paper on lone parents presented research
examining the relationship between receipt of income
support payments and social disadvantage, including
poor mental health, substance misuse, and the experience of traumatic and stressful life events. This
research demonstrated that lone mothers in receipt of
income support payments are much more likely to
face a wide range of multiple disadvantages than are
partnered women in receipt of these payments.

Family formation, stability and wellbeing
The importance of family in the lives of adults and
children alike represented a clear theme permeating and linking the diverse topics covered in the
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conference. Dr Catherine Hakim argued that most
women want to have and raise a family. Likewise,
Professor Peter McDonald pointed out that the family has remained central to most people’s lives, with
the strong motivation for intimacy being put under
strain by policies that emphasise individualism.
This tension was underlined in a paper that
focused on the struggles of young graduates as they
pursued stimulating work, while planning to achieve
more out of life than a career – most particularly,
starting a family and maintaining considerable
involvement in their children’s lives. Complementing
this work was research based on the Australian
Temperament Project which suggested that marriage and family life were very much on the agenda
of those in their late teens – an agenda that received
strong support from their parents.
Despite the strong motivation for family formation, Australia’s total fertility rate has declined and
is now below replacement level. This trend formed
the basis of several papers that together highlighted
the importance of taking into account forces operating at various levels of society, such as prevailing
economic conditions, the socio-economic status
and residential location of couples, and the dynamics of the decision making process itself.
A central aspect of the motivation for intimacy is
the achievement of a close, supportive relationship
with a partner. Themes covered here included factors contributing to: relationship happiness and
stability; implications of relationship status and
gender for various aspects of life, including occupational status, earnings, domestic labour, and life
satisfaction; and the provision of counselling and
mediation services for those encountering difficulties in their relationships.

Family transitions and family law
Several new lines of research were presented
around the dynamics of parental separation. A
scoping study was described that explores the ability of the family law system to respond to people
who have mental health issues. Among other things,
this study noted the psychological distress that can
be generated by being in the system and how existing mental health issues can impact on the way the
system is experienced. It suggested a number of
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improvements that could be implemented to ease
the passage of those with mental health problems.
In a very lively and interesting session, various
presenters from Western Australia spoke about a
number of innovative projects underway, largely
aimed at making the Family Court of Western Australia an integrated system. These projects include:
the development and evaluation of the Columbus
pilot project (a case management system for tracking matters involving allegations of violence and
abuse); the development of an extensive referral
network and protocols for information sharing
between agencies; and the Mums and Dads Forever
(Contact Orders Pilot) Program aimed at encouraging cooperative post-separation parenting and
reducing litigation over children’s matters (see
the account by Paul Murphy and colleagues in the
Family Law column in this edition.)
Of interest to many delegates were papers on the
need to take account of children’s experiences and
views in decisions that affect their lives – particularly decisions on their living arrangements after
parental separation. Also of interest was a paper
highlighting the importance of including day-only
contact in examining patterns of parenting after
separation. These data suggest that much more
shared parenting occurs than the statistics on
overnight stays would suggest.
Sibling relationships are often overlooked as
parents adjust to divorce. Research at the University of Queensland identified some of the dynamics
of sibling relationships which, during this typically
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Three Stronger Families delegates. From left: Dorothy Aldred and Marita Holt (“Families
Now”, Beenleigh), and Tania Lienert (AIFS).

18

More lively discussion at morning tea at the conference.

19

AIFS staff enjoy the conference dinner. From left: Sana Habib, Anita Emmmanouilidis,
Katie Kovaks and Melissia Veit.

20

Some members of the AIFS Stronger Families Learning Exchange team: Anne Garrow,
Katrina Bredhauer, Maya Haviland.

21

Matthew Gray (AIFS) and conference delegate Don Weston.

22

Retired AIFS Director, David Stanton, was farewelled at the conference dinner by Acting
Director, Ann Sanson.This was followed by a tribute from AIFS songsters, from left:
Christine Millward, Ann Sanson, Carol Soloff, Ross Millward, Pratima Francis, Matthew
Gray, Ellen Fish and Chris McCarthy.

22

difficult time in children’s lives, can be intense and
emotionally-charged.

We look forward to presentations based on these
data at the Institute’s next national conference.

Longitudinal data

The conference evaluated

Papers based on the ongoing Australian Temperament Project and the Negotiating the Life Course
Project underscored the importance of longitudinal
research to distinguish between outcomes and their
causes and thus to better inform policy.
Two major initiatives in this area received a great
deal of attention at the conference: the Household,
Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA)
survey; and the earlier-mentioned Growing Up in
Australia survey. Both of these are large-scale
national studies funded by the Commonwealth
Department of Family and Community Services.
Although only released in October 2002, data
from wave 1 of HILDA formed the basis of several
papers on a diverse range of policy-relevant issues,
including: marriage, children and subjective wellbeing; pathways to marriage and marital stability;
balancing parenting and work; and patterns of
parent–child contact after separation.
While Growing Up in Australia is still in the
development phase, papers outlining the nature
of this study drew a great deal of interest (see
elsewhere in this edition for an overview of this
major new study).
In tandem, both surveys herald in a new chapter
in social science research in Australia and will
provide information of critical importance for
advancing the wellbeing of families in this country.

The Institute received an almost 20 per cent
response rate to the evaluation forms handed out at
the conference, with about 40 per cent of these
from government and the rest spread evenly across
service providers and academia. Of those who submitted evaluations, almost all were presenters as
well as delegates.

Australian Institute of Family Studies

The overall results are as follows:
• 80 per cent rated the conference organisation as
good to excellent;
• 90 per cent rated the quality of presenters as
good to excellent;
• 71 per cent rated the quality of research as good
to excellent;
• 78 per cent said the balance in coverage of
research was good to excellent;
• 53 per cent agreed that the conference met, or
exceeded, all their expectations, 32 per cent
agreed that it met most of their expectations, and
15 per cent agreed that it met some of their
expectations.
The Institute is pleased with the generally very
positive results from the evaluations, and will use
the data and comments to assist with planning for
its next conference.
This overview was prepared by researchers at the Australian Institute of Family Studies.
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A C T I V I T I E S

PRODUCTIVE YEAR OF RESEARCH
INTERVIEWING

Have you heard the latest
from the Australian Institute
of Family Studies?
VISIT AIFS ON THE WEB

www.aifs.gov.au
what’s new . . .
ONLINE PAPERS FROM THE 2003 AIFS CONFERENCE
FACT SHEETS ABOUT MARRIAGE IN AUSTRALIA
NEW AUSTRALIAN TEMPERAMENT PROJECT WEBSITE

about aifs . . .
background, objectives, the board of management, Institute staff,
staff vacancies

media releases . . .
publications, new projects, important announcements

research . . .
the Institute’s research program, and progress of projects

publications . . .
research papers and reports, issues papers, articles from Family
Matters and Child Abuse Prevention, papers from the Institute’s
biennial conferences – and monthly seminars

databases . . .
aifs library catalogue, databases of child abuse prevention programs
and stronger families good practice projects

information resources . . .
aifs library, family facts and figures, discussion lists, weekly journal
abstracts, online articles and reports, Family Thesaurus online

forthcoming conferences . . .
the place to list and to find Australian and overseas conferences on
family research, policy and related areas

courses . . .
training programs and courses for parents, students and
professionals on family-related topics

Ross Millward and Chris McCarthy.

In March 2003, the Institute’s Survey Operations Unit wound up a
highly productive year of research interviewing using the Institute’s
Computer Assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI) system.
During the year, the team of thirteen experienced interviewers
conducted 2500 15-minute surveys, and 1200 35-minute
surveys, distributed over five different studies.
• The Child Care Choices Study involved the Australian Institute
of Family Studies, Macquarie and Charles Sturt Universities,
and the New South Wales Department of Community Services.
• Measuring Social Capital in Families involved Families First,
Department of Community Services, New South Wales, and the
Australian Institute of Family Studies.
• The Lincoln Gerontology Retirement Study was conducted on
behalf of La Trobe University.
• The Healthy Behaviours in Older People Study was conducted
on behalf of La Trobe University.
• The International Youth Development Study (in conjunction
with the University of Washington DC), was carried out on
behalf of the Royal Children’s Hospital’s Centre for Adolescent
Health in Melbourne.
The interviewers were involved with each of the studies from the
outset. They timed questionnaires, provided feedback to researchers
on the substance of the scripts (or questionnaires), maintained a
dialogue with researchers during the course of the studies, and
generally took a keen interest in the progress of the research.
Chris McCarthy, the Institute’s Survey Operations Manager, was
responsible for the recruitment, training and management of
Operations staff, and she participated in the design, programming
and testing of scripts, and the maintenance of the high quality of
the data collection. Ross Millward, IT Manager for the Institute,
has had overall responsibility for the Survey Operations Unit.
Thanks are due to the interviewers involved in this task: Anna
Whithear, Caroline Shaw, Claire Walker, Dion McKewean,
Meredith Levi, Ren Adams, Renee Sephton, Tom Fooks, Tom
Rossiter, Sally Stewart, Toby Lawrence and Zoe Takacs. The team
was also fortunate to have the services of Lan Vuong who did the
Vietnamese and Cantonese translations.

links . . .
an extensive collection of links to useful web sites to assist people
working in family studies research and policy and related areas

INSTITUTE ADDRESS CHANGES FROM org TO gov

specialist web sites . . .

The Australian Institute of Family Studies domain name is now
www.aifs.gov.au to reflect its status as a Commonwealth
Government agency. However, its original, long-standing name of
www.aifs.org.au will continue to operate simultaneously for as long
as is necessary for people and search engines/web pages to register
the change. The same change applies to Institute email addresses.

for the National Child Protection Clearinghouse, Growing Up in
Australia, the Australian Temperament Project, and the Stronger
Families Learning Exchange
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INSTITUTE FAREWELLS DIRECTOR
David Stanton’s decision not to seek reappointment as Director of
the Australian Institute of Family Studies was a blow to staff at
the Institute, but understandable, given that his family lives in
Canberra (see Acting Director’s Report, p. 2). Although David joined
the Institute at a difficult time (after the sudden death of the
previous Director), under his four-year leadership, the Institute’s
productivity flourished.
In keeping with his deep and abiding interest in things historical,
David placed an emphasis on building on the Institute’s previous
achievements in developing its future directions, while at the same
time actively encouraging new ideas, initiatives, plans and projects.
Having the Institute’s interests always at heart, David took every
opportunity to bring the work of the Institute to public attention. He
forged many new links and strengthened existing ones. David was
extremely interested in and supportive of his staff, and he was
excellent company.
It is thus little wonder that staff ignored David’s request for a “no fuss”
departure. Indeed, he was given two lively farewells. The first was an
informal staff gathering at the end of his last day at the Institute (on
14 January 2003) which continued well into the evening. Then on the
occasion of the Institute’s conference dinner (on 13 February 2003),

Grace Soriano and Narda Sowter look on as David Stanton opens the gift
presented by AIFS staff at his farwell party in January 2003.

Acting Director Ann Sanson publicly acknowledged his outstanding
contribution to the Institute’s progress.
As the Institute enters a new era, with a new (yet-to-be-appointed)
Director, David Stanton’s time at the helm is remembered with
appreciation and affection.

STRONGER FAMILIES FUND WORKSHOP
A national workshop on action research for Stronger Families
Fund projects was hosted in Melbourne from 1-3 April 2003 by
the Australian Institute of Family Studies in partnership with the
Commonwealth Department of Family and Community Services.
The Institute provides a clearinghouse and research training and
support for the projects that are using action research to document
and evaluate their work with families with children aged up to
five years.
The workshop, which brought together more than 100 people from
across Australia working with the Stronger Families Fund, provided
projects with practice forums and information to assist them in
their work. The workshop was interactive in nature, offering
opportunities for participants to develop skills in action research
and to network with others doing similar work.
Practice forums included: working with government; using action
research; involving children and families in the project; developing
reference groups; and using reflective techniques in evaluation.
Participants were able to visit the Clearinghouse at the Institute as
well as community-based organisations in the local area.
It is anticipated that the workshop will form the basis for the next
stage of work by the projects, the Department, and the Institute in
their work with the Stronger Families Fund.

The Stronger Families Fund workshop in action.

There was a very positive and enthusiastic response to the
workshop by participants. It provided a chance for people to meet
together and to share experiences – particularly important for
people working alone in projects, and for those coming from
remote areas. Gaining new skills and knowing that these could be
followed up through later contact with a relevant Stronger Families
Learning Exchange team member was seen to be a real advantage.

FAMILY MATTERS IS A REFEREED JOURNAL
Readers are reminded that Family Matters is a fully refereed academic journal,
recognised by the Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST) for the
purposes of Research Data Collection, and included in the Register of Refereed
Journals. Family Matters welcomes submissions by external authors as well as by
Institute staff. Acceptance of all research papers is subject to a formal review process.
See the Institute’s website for Family Matters author guidelines. Please send
submissions to the editor: email meredith.michie@aifs.gov.au
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A C T I V I T I E S

FAMILY AND WOMEN’S STUDIES IN VIETNAM
The Australian Institute of Family Studies was represented at a
recent international forum – the International Workshop on Family,
Gender and Health – hosted by Vietnam’s Centre for Family and
Women Studies to celebrate its 15th Anniversary. The Centre is one
of a number of specialist research centres that make up Vietnam’s
National Centre for Social Sciences and Humanities.
The three-day workshop, held in Hanoi last December 2002,
attracted more than 100 invited participants from Vietnam’s
institutes, research centres and government agencies; international
funding bodies; member organisations of the Vietnam Network for
Women’s Development; and representatives of international and
foreign organisations from Thailand, Sweden, Korea, India, Japan,
the United States, Uzbekistan, Laos, Singapore and Australia. Also
present was the United Nations Development Program
Representative in Vietnam, Jordan Ryan (from Australia).

The Institute’s Deborah Whithear (far right) with some of the delegates at
the International Workshop on Family, Gender and Health, held in Hanoi in
December 2002.

The conference was divided into four main sessions attended by all
delegates. These were: Gender, family, and health; Gender and
population; Gender theories and development; and Using advanced
technology in exploring and disseminating information on family,
gender and health.

In the fourth session, Deborah Whithear, the Institute’s Information
Development and Web Manager, presented a paper on using the
Internet to disseminate information, which highlighted successful
strategies developed and used by the Institute over the years.

Population strategy was the focus of the second session. Vietnam’s
population is 76.3 million. Its current relatively low birthrate of 2.3
is due to recent population control policies, although large families
are still common in rural areas. The aim in Vietnam is zero
population growth by 2015. In discussion following the papers,
smaller families were seen as a way of improving living standards
and services, and the education of mothers was identified as
essential for child development.

Some of the other contributions over the three days examined the
impact of Vietnam’s new market economy on health care,
reproductive health and education for young women, medical
services for the poor, and domestic violence and women’s health.
Contributions from other countries included social change and
family support systems in Japan, adolescent reproductive health in
Thailand, gender and health issues in India, population and family
policies in Singapore, and family and gender in Korea.

“ TWO SUCCESS STORIES”
According to Justice John Fogarty, writing in an earlier Family Matters
(no. 60, 2000), the Family Law Council and the Australian Institute of
Family Studies are “two outstanding success stories” emanating from
the Family Law Act 1975. Justice Fogarty is in a good position to
comment, having been a founding Judge of the Family Court of
Australia, a former Chair of the Family Law Council, and a former
Presiding Member of the Institute’s Board of Management.
According to Justice Fogarty, from their inception, both organisations
established themselves as key independent bodies contributing to

family policy in Australia. The Family Law Council has been the
author of many major reforms in family law, while the Institute
quickly became Australia’s main centre for family research.
The Institute and the Council have continued to maintain close links
over the decades, with one example being the representation of the
Institute as an observer on the Council. Ruth Weston, a Principal
Research Fellow heading the Institute’s Family and Marriage
research program, currently acts in this role.

The Family Law Council assembled. Back row (left to right): Matthew Osborne, Justice Colleen Moore, Professor Patrick Parkinson, Stephen Thackray, Susan
Holmes, Josephine Akee, Dawson Ruhl, Ruth Weston, Professor John Dewar, Tara Gupta, and Christopher Paul. Front row (left to right): Anne Rees, Kate Hughes,
Margaret Harrison, Kym Duggan, Sheila Bird, Lani Blackman, and Di Kneebone. Absent: Federal Magistrate Judy Ryan, Jennie Cooke, and Mark McArdle.
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READER SURVEY
Family Matters is published three times a year by the Australian Institute of Family Studies (AIFS).
We invite readers to help us plan for future issues by sending us your views about Family Matters.

1

2

How did you first find out about Family Matters?
At work?

Word of mouth?

Received flyer?

Read about it?

AIFS website?

AIFS conference?

Received complimentary copy?

Referred to by teacher/lecturer?

How much of Family Matters would you normally read?
All/most of it

3

Some of it

Very little of it

How interesting do you find each of the following?
Very interesting

Interesting

Slightly interesting

Not interesting

Research articles
Opinion pages
Family Law updates
Book reviews
Book notes column
Institute database column
Conferences column
New Institute publications
Director’s report
Institute news, visitors, activities
Institute seminars

4

5

What do you think about the general style of research articles?
Too academic/technical

About right

Too “journalistic”

Too long

About right

Too short

What do you think about the overall size (number of pages) of Family Matters?
Too long

6

Too short

Do you ever refer back to Family Matters articles, or cite them in your own work?
Yes, often

7

About right

Sometimes

Rarely

Never

Do you intend to renew your subscription to Family Matters,or start subscribing? ($35.70 pa - individuals)
Yes

Maybe

No

Comments:

8

What is your preferred Family Matters format?
Printed copy only

9

Online only

Printed and online

What would you do to improve Family Matters? (cover, content, design, layout, readability, distribution etc.)
Comments:

10 What is your work/occupation?
Government

Academic

Student

Service provider

Other (please specify)
Please return this questionnaire to

Family Matters Reader Survey
Australian Institute of Family Studies
300 Queen Street,
Melbourne Victoria 3000.

Or fax this questionnaire to the Institute

Fax: (03) 9214 7840

AIFS DATABASE MOVES TO FULL TEXT
Indexing and abstracting services have long been the
means of monitoring the literature of a discipline and
have thus been the foundation tool for researchers,
students, professionals and the like.
Australian Family & Society Abstracts, the database
initiated by the Australian Institute of Family Studies
in 1984, now offers more than 50,000 citations and
abstracts, and is the key to the social science literature of Australian
family studies.
Drawing predominantly on the disciplines of sociology, psychology
and demography, the database also covers family law and social issues
that impact on the family, such as economic and employment matters,
health sciences, and government policies. Journal articles make up 50
per cent of documents indexed, but the database reaches more broadly
to include research papers and reports, government documents, and
to the more general literature of the field, such as conference papers.

NON-PARENTAL CHILD
CARE WORKSHOP
On 7 March 2003, representatives from the
Australian Institute of Family Studies were among
a group of academics, researchers and senior
Commonwealth public servants who attended a
closed workshop about the impact of nonparental child care on children. The workshop,
held in Canberra, was organised by the Hon Larry
Anthony MP, Minister for Children and Youth
Affairs. The purpose of the workshop was to
debate the evidence concerning the impact of
formal child care experiences on children, to
examine the need for further Australian research,
and to identify priorities for policy in this area.
To generate discussion on these matters,
findings from the NICHD Study of Early Child
Care, the Cost, Quality and Outcomes Study,
and evaluations of Early Head Start were
presented. This was followed by a presentation
that compared child care use in Australia and
the United States to better understand the
relevance of American child care research in the
Australian context.

READERS’ LETTERS WELCOMED
Family Matters would like to provide a lively
forum for ideas, argument and comment on
topical issues concerning families. To express
your view, write to the Letters Editor on matters
arising from articles published in Family Matters,
or on other relevant family-related topics. Letters
should be about 300 words, and may be edited.
Letters intended for the next (Winter) edition
should be sent by early August 2003.
Post letters to the Letters Editor, Family Matters,
Australian Institute of Family Studies, 300 Queen
Street, Melbourne, Victoria 3000 Australia.
Fax letters to the Letters Editor, on (03) 9214 7838.
Email letters to the Letters Editor, at Letters@aifs.
gov.au
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Over the last few years the database has been adding
hypertext links to the increasing numbers of full
text publications on the websites of government
agencies and educational institutions. Approximately
30 per cent of all documents indexed over the
last three years now have links to the complete
document.
In 2003, a new joint initiative of RMIT Publishing and the Australian
Institute of Family Studies will see these numbers greatly increase
as subscribers will be offered direct access to many of the
previously unavailable journal articles indexed in the database.
Negotiations with journal publishers regarding copyright licences
are underway.
More information about Australian Family & Society Abstracts
database is available on the Institute’s website at: www.aifs.gov.au/
institute/info/infodev.html#afsa

HILDA CONFERENCE 2003
Two Australian Institute of
Family Studies researchers
were recently invited to
present papers at the
inaugural Household, Income
and Labour Dynamics in
Australia (HILDA) Survey
Conference in Melbourne. The
first wave of the survey was
conducted in the second half
of 2001 with information
being collected from 7682
households.

Pictured at the HILDA conference (from left):
Professor Mark Wooden (Project Director),
Professor Stephen Jenkins (University of Essex),
Professor Bruce Chapman (Australian National
University), and Associate Professors Alison
McClelland (La Trobe University) and Janeen
Baxter (University of Queensland).

The one-day conference was
held on 13 March 2003 at the
Melbourne Business School,
University of Melbourne.
Organised by the Department of Family and Community Services and the
Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social Research, the conference
showcased the immense research and policy potential of the HILDA data.
Some 150 delegates from around Australia attended the conference, with
papers given by several prominent international and Australian experts on
social policy issues.
International speakers included: Professor Stephen Jenkins (University of
Essex, UK) who provided a convincing outline of the benefits of longitudinal
data for policy development; and Professor Robert Drago (Pennsylvania State
University) who focused on working time preferences. Dr John HaiskenDeNew (DIW Berlin) and Professor Dan Hamermesh (University of Texas)
both highlighted the usefulness of HILDA internationally by comparing these
data with overseas trends regarding life satisfaction and time stress
respectively.
Papers were presented by Institute researchers Bruce Smyth, on parent–child
contact, and Ruth Weston (who is also a member of the HILDA design team),
on cohabitation and marital stability. Other presentations demonstrated the
capacity of HILDA data to inform a wide range of issues including housing
tenure aspirations and household formation, housing leverage, health and
early retirement, partnering and fertility patterns, and experiences of the
unemployed.
A User Workshop held the following day (14 March) provided guided
supervision and “hands-on” experience with the HILDA data. A Roundtable
discussion focusing on design and content issues to be confronted in future
waves was also held on 14 March.
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I N S T I T U T E

S E M I N A R S

Parents’ decisions about child care
Australian Institute of Family Studies researchers Sarah Wise, a
Principal Research Fellow, and Associate Professor Ann Sanson,
Acting Director, presented a seminar on the Child Care Choices Study
– a new longitudinal study examining the extent of multiple and
changeable child care across different age groups, and parents’
reasons for their child care decisions. The study is a collaborative
project undertaken by Macquarie University, the Australian Institute of
Family Studies, Charles Sturt University, and the New South Wales
Office of Child Care. The seminar described the rationale for and
design of the study and reported on the preliminary sample of 363
children aged between 0 and 4 years. Initial analyses show that use of
multicare is common among families with children in child care, and
that parents are generally satisfied with these arrangements.

Ann Sanson, Sarah Wise, and Kelly Hand (Australian Institute of Family Studies).

Seminar held at the Institute on 12 December 2002.

Fragile families and child wellbeing
Professor Irwin Garfinkel, Columbia University School of Social Work,
and Professor Sara McLanahan, Princeton University, presented a
seminar on data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study.
This is a United States-based longitudinal study focusing on parents
of children born between 1998 and 2000. It was designed to examine
parental relationship outcomes and child wellbeing in families with
unmarried parents. Interviews were carried out with mothers and
fathers shortly after the birth of their child and then at the ages of one,
three, and five. Preliminary findings show that at the time of birth,
unmarried parents have high hopes for the future of their relationships
and of paternal contact with the child. However, results from the one
year follow-up show that for many, these hopes don’t eventuate. It
appears that unmarried parents face many barriers to forming stable
unions, including low human capital, prior commitments, and policies
that discourage marriage.

Professor Irwin Garfinkel (Columbia University School of Social Work) and
Professor Sara McLanahan (Princeton University).

Seminar held at the Institute on 14 January 2003.

Childhood poverty and social exclusion
Dr Tess Ridge, Research Officer from the Department of Social and
Policy Sciences at the University of Bath, presented a seminar on
her recent qualitative child-centred study that explored the
everyday lives of children living in low-income families in the
United Kingdom. The study found that children from low-income
families experience high levels of social isolation and academic
disadvantage, but often hide from their parents these experiences
and their knowledge of their state of poverty. Critical concerns were
raised regarding policy and practice related to the quality of lowincome children’s economic, social, academic and familial lives.
Also highlighted was the necessity to have a deeper understanding
of the childhood experience of poverty in order for successful
policies for the eradication of childhood poverty to be developed.

Janet Taylor (Brotherhood of St Laurence), Mathew Gray (Australian Institute
of Family Studies), Tess Ridge (University of Bath), Violet Colar (Hanover
Welfare Services), and Wendy Stone (Australian Institute of Family Studies).

Seminar held at the Institute on 20 March 2003.

Role of personal attributes among at-risk children
Diana Smart, a Psychologist and Research Fellow at the Australian
Institute of Family Studies, presented a seminar based on findings
from the Australian Temperament Project – a longitudinal,
community-based study of 2443 Victorian families, which has
followed children’s psychological development from infancy to
young adulthood. Thirteen waves of data from parents, teachers
and children have been collected by mail surveys. “At-risk” children
were identified at 11-12 years, and those who did not engage in
later antisocial behaviour (resilient group) were compared to those
who did (antisocial group). The seminar explored the individual,
family and environmental strengths which assist young people
to withstand high levels of “risk” and go on to lead productive
and law-abiding lives. This is a collaborative project with Crime
Prevention Victoria.

Australian Institute of Family Studies

Diana Smart (Australian Institute of Family Studies).

Seminar held at the Institute on 17 April 2003.
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O P I N I O N

Many families and children
face increased uncertainty
and insecurity as a result of
radical economic and social
changes.The impacts are
particularly experienced in
the nature of work and family
life and have implications for
the emotional attachments
and the experience of trust
of all family members,
especially children.
Australian governments
commit themselves to
achieve positive long-term
outcomes for children.
However, risk management
approaches undermine
the capacity of services
to provide secure and
supportive relationships,
so important to troubled
families and children.
An alternative approach is
proposed.

Uncertainty, risk and
children’s futures
“The competitive management of uncertainty, as it thrusts the burden of
adjusting to uncertainties on to the weakest, impoverishes the emotional
quality of their lives and provokes responses which only reinforce their
insecurity and deprivation.”
– Marris 1996a: 197.

I

n this opinion piece we argue that, as
the Western world undergoes a period of
profound economic and social change,
insufficient attention is being paid to how
that change, and the consequential risks
and uncertainties that are generated,
could be managed by governments to
strengthen and protect families.

We maintain that the material insecurities
associated with change are likely to undermine the strength of relationships, so important to family stability and to children’s
development. We also argue that the way family and children’s services are funded
and delivered means that these problems of uncertainty and relationship instability
are compounded.

David Green

Alison McClelland

While vulnerable families have always been subject to both risk and uncertainty, the
modern welfare state softened their impacts in the interests of stability, equity and
optimising the futures for children. We contend that, in a period of profound change,
the management of risk currently delivers certainty to those with social power and
secure in their inclusion, at the expense of those unable to control their own participation in today’s economy (Taylor-Gooby 2000). This distribution of risk and
uncertainty is of particular importance to parenting, which more than ever is a longterm project, requiring a firm and secure foundation in the present (Bourdieu 1998,
cited by Bauman 2002: 177).
In terms of outcomes, these management processes result in policy shifts from
collectivising the response to uncertainty to relocating it within families, individuals
and localities; from solving social problems to managing them; and from program
approaches to social problems based on treatment to approaches based on harm
minimisation (Beck 1992; Rose 1999; Garland 2001). And at the level of practice,
governments are adopting radically different approaches to the funding and delivery
of services, including the transfer of the responsibility for the delivery of services to
contracted providers. All these changes have implications for the distribution of risk.
This paper examines the forces that generate risks, and their differential effects on
families – economically and socially. It also focuses on the risk management practices
of governments at the level of service delivery, particularly through the contracting
of services for vulnerable families and children. It suggests that while these
approaches are likely to reduce the exposure to risk of governments and their administrating agencies, they are increasing the uncertainty of families who are confronting
contemporary change. It then proposes changes in the policies and practice of government, which would address this inequitable and destructive distribution of risk.

Forces of uncertainty, control of risk, and their impacts on families
Giddens (2001) identifies three great changes at the end of the 20th century that fuelled
both increased uncertainty and opportunity. These are globalisation, the knowledge
economy, and the rise of individualism. In many countries, particularly English-speaking countries, a dominant response has been to adopt neo-liberal strategies with a greater
reliance on the market, thereby shifting the risks and uncertainties generated by these
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changes from governments onto families and
communities (Saunders 2002). It is the dynamic interplay between these different forces that is transforming
societies. The impact of this interplay on families and
children is unequal (Esping-Andersen 2001).
Globalisation refers to increased economic, cultural
and social interaction between countries. Such interaction is not new, but in combination with the
knowledge economy and neo-liberalism, we now
have a form of economic globalisation that is more
intense and extensive. Alongside economic globalisation is greater individualisation or “reflexivity”
(Jacobs 2001; Giddens 2001; Taylor-Gooby 2000) –
meaning a greater focus on personal autonomy and
personal choice. Its impact is also uneven, with general uncertainty increased along with a lack of trust
in institutions and experts (Wheelcock 2001), but
with a greater vulnerability for those individuals who
have less power to make their own way (TaylorGooby 2000).
The interactive forces of globalisation, the knowledge
economy and economic change (the post-industrial
economy), individualisation, and neo-liberalism, are
creating profound insecurities in the lives and
prospects of many families and children, principally
because they are changing the nature of the labour
market and the nature of family life.
The labour market position of low-skilled people has
declined worldwide, the male breadwinner model has
been undermined by male unemployment and
increased female labour market participation, and family formation and structure have also changed
significantly (Esping Andersen 2001; Wheelcock
2001). In Australia, as elsewhere, the results are the
uncertainties and inequalities that arise from high levels of unemployment, more jobless families alongside
two-earner households, a growth in separation, divorce
and sole-parent families, housing difficulties, family
income inequality, and continuing (if not increased)
levels of child poverty.
Governments have increasingly responded to these
intractable problems in ways that have limited their
exposure to the risks of failure and of excessive cost
burdens – for example, the abandonment of full
employment as an objective and a responsibility. And
so “the upshot is that new risks and resource needs are
bundling heavily on youth and in child families . . .
presently, both markets and families create widespread
insecurity, precariousness, and often social exclusion”
(Esping-Andersen 2001: 135).
For parents and children, unemployment, joblessness
and poverty are often accompanied by the uncertainties that arise from disrupted relationships, poorer
health, financial difficulties and stress, and the sense
that it is not possible to plan for the future (McClelland
2000). At June 2000, 14 per cent of dependent children in Australia were in jobless families (ABS 2001).
Children are much more likely to experience poverty
when their parents do not have paid work (McClelland
2000). The increase in sole-parent households has also
contributed to child poverty. The proportion of Australian families with a dependent child aged 0-14 years
headed by a lone parent, increased from 14.6 per cent
in 1986 to 21.4 per cent in 2001 (Birrell et al. 2002).
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For low-skilled parents, uncertainty does not necessary
end with a job. The nature of the labour market is
changing. During the 1990s, job growth in Australia was
almost entirely in part-time employment for lowskilled, low-paid work (Borland et al. 2001). There are
now more casual jobs and more people who are underemployed than previously. Many parents now have
precarious work, and are not in secure full-time
employment.
These changes are related to a move away from the
standard pattern of full-time, full-year employment for
males, characteristic of the post World War II era, and
which were critical to the experience of earnings security for families. They have also contributed to an
increase in housing insecurity which “has become yet
another ‘risk’ shouldered by individuals and families”
(Wulff 2001: 57). There is an increasing disconnection
of home ownership from other life course events and a
decline in home purchase for couples aged less than 35
years with children. Governments are moving from
supporting low-income families’ housing through public housing, towards support through the more
insecure private rental market, and there is an
increase in homelessness affecting families with children (Wulff 2001; Burke 1998). The security of the
home is very important in our overall concept of security, especially for children (Woods 1999).
For children where both parents work, time with parents may be more uncertain. Where families have two
earners, time pressures are likely to present a caring
deficit (Wheelcock 1999). The increase in paid work by
mothers has not been accompanied by a commensurate increase in household work by fathers, and
mothers are likely to be carrying a double load. Fathers
who work full-time are also likely to be working longer
hours than before. These pressures may be more acute
in low-skilled, low-wage households where parents do
not have the labour market power to obtain the benefits
of family-friendly work practices (Dean and Shar 2002;
Gray and Tudball 2002). For families where low-skilled
fathers cannot obtain work, this is not translating to
their return to nurturing, but is contributing to depression and family discord (McClelland 2000).
Overall, therefore, more “dimensions of life are subject to uncertainty and choice” (Jacobs 1999: 325),
and the “family would appear to be less a haven of
‘affective security’ and more, as old securities diminish and new insecurities arise, a site for the
negotiation and creation of risk” (Simpson 1999:
121). But the impact is unequal, bearing most heavily on those vulnerable families most affected by
unemployment, joblessness or precarious work, and
less on families where parents are highly skilled,
likely to have well-paid jobs and the income to enable
them to exercise choice and control, and likely to
perceive risks as “opportunities”.

What risk management and new business
rules mean for services
For many children and families, risk and uncertainty
are further compounded by changes to the way services are delivered. Governments have sought to
increase their certainty through radically transformed
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business practices. Competition policies, contracting out services, and managerialism have driven the
“reinventing of government” (Osborne and Gaebler
1993) in order to deliver both ideological goals and the
reduction of governments’ exposure to risk.
Changes to the ways governments manage services in
Australia – introduced in the name of efficiency,
accountability and improved choice for service users
– have contributed to fragmentation, and narrow and
tightly targeted service models. These outcomes are
not surprising; they were intended. In the mid-1990s,
the Victorian Department of Health and Community
Services (DH&CS) issued guidelines for “outputbased” funding, which specified that “the purpose of
the service definition is to narrow the focus of the
service being purchased and separate it from other
services” (Kettner and Martin 1985, cited in DH&CS
undated: 13). The result for many vulnerable families
and children has been increased uncertainty through
multiple short-term interventions, multiple
providers, and constantly changing front-line workers (Victorian Parliament 2002).
In Victoria, the Australian state that led the way in
neo-liberal reform in the early 1990s, the changes to
the operations of government were encapsulated in
the “new business rules”, which transformed their
relationships with providers, service users and other
key stakeholders. This term became popular in the
human services portfolio of that state, as it captured
the radical nature of the changes in the practices of
the purchasing departments. The thematic, complex
and long-term elements of health, community and
family services had to be subjugated to an economic,
market-based logic, which required the precise definition of products, optimal demarcation of services,
delivery in compressed time, and the enumeration of
these services and products for accountability purposes (Victorian Department of Treasury and
Finance 1995). Contracts have been the principal
vehicle for asserting this economic logic over services
for families.
In health and community care, the introduction of
casemix was the flagship and the template, demonstrating how the process of enumeration, through the
identification and measurement of an intervention or
episode of service, could rein in the opaque and proprietary expertise of the clinicians. The considerable
benefits to the purchaser included greater certainty
due to clear and precise output definition, and cost
containment by limiting the scope and timeframe of
the service. Further, transactions were more transparent, productivity could be measured, and
efficiency improved. Accountability requirements of
providers were increased, and their power reduced.
Such business practices were well suited to the needs
of a government attempting to reduce the influence
that professionals and providers had over volatile and
sensitive services, and reduce their exposure to risks.
The new business rules delivered certainty and predicability in the delivery of short-term, technical and
clinical services. The logic of casemix favours tangible, objective, and concrete products, which can be
counted and tracked. This results in certainties,
which governments and the market require.
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The implications of these business strategies and their
effects on service users have been the focus of significant policy and program reviews. As recently as 2002
the Victorian Parliament, through its Public Accounts
and Estimates Committee, was strongly recommending a “review of the suitability of the output-based
purchasing model for funding community, health and
welfare services”, particularly for “clients with varying
complexities of need and evolving needs over time”,
and to more effectively “accommodate preventative as
well as direct service provision” (2002: 175-6). Evidence given to the Committee was highly critical of
the business rules and output-based funding, which
providers argued “places the focus of a service on
client throughput rather that on outcomes for clients”
(2002: 20). The Committee recognised that the construction of tightly defined episodes or interventions is
problematic in services where outcomes are dependent on relationships rather than technical procedures
or concrete products.
The investigation of the NSW Commission for Children and Young People (2002), Children with no one
to turn to, concluded that, above all else, relationships were the most important outcome of services
for children. A number of other major policy reviews
identified problems with downgrading of relationships and “throughput models” of service delivery in
the era of contractualism. These include the NSW
Community Services Commission’s report on the
experiences of children and young people in foster
care (2000), the Victorian Community Care Review
(Carter 2000), and the Victorian Integrated Child
Protection Strategy (DHS 2002). Alongside these
reports is the growing body of analysis and evidence,
which supports the importance of key relationships
and connections, for the security of families and the
development of children (Fuller 1998; Marris 1996b;
Simpson 1999).
In summary, the application of these risk management business strategies to family and children’s
services has largely failed, for two major reasons.
First, these services are based on relationships, not
transactions or clinical interventions. For children
and parents, certainty is based on trusting relationships and the experience of attachment (Marris
1996b). Multiple and compressed interventions provided by different services and workers, even those
judged to be of high quality, do not meet children’s
need for security based on trusting and continuing
relationships. The business rules and, in particular,
output-based funding as currently practiced, rarely
supports or even recognises trusting relationships as
the outcomes required for children’s experience of
attachment, or the strengthening of families (NSW
Commission for Children and Young People 2002;
NSW Community Services Commission 2000; Victorian Parliament 2002).
Second, for services aiming to strengthen enduring
and secure relationships, the “outputs” required are
relationships built over time. The experience of
attachment and the development of trust cannot be
achieved within short-term interventions. However,
the logic of the business rules almost always favours
“episodes”, focusing on the visit, the intervention, or
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the critical incident. These interventions deal with
time by compressing it into constructed units and
packages. The effect is to fracture relationships
rather than sustain them.

Improving economic and social certainty
for families
Significant changes to the risk management practices
of government are needed to reduce the impacts of
uncertainty on families and children. This applies
both to the management of the significant forces of
globalisation, economic change and individualism,
and to the management of child and family services.
How can the forces of change be better managed?
And how can the management of child and family
services be improved?

Managing change
The forces of significant change will continue to exert
a strong influence for the foreseeable future. However,
improved management is needed, especially by
governments who need to take more responsibility,
and bear more of the risks, for dealing
with intractable problems such as
unemployment and poverty. How to do
this is the subject of continuing and
important debates. There is general
agreement, however, that we cannot
return to the securities of past arrangements – either economic or social (and
this includes the conventional family)
(Esping-Andersen 2001; Saunders
2002; Carney and Ramia 2002). We
will need a different welfare state configuration with changes to the roles and
contributions of governments, families,
markets and community organisations.

children have the option of having at least one parent
in paid work or, in many cases, two parents, as is
increasingly required for family economic security
(Esping-Andersen 2001). Housing security requires
an increased supply of low-cost, secure housing in
areas of employment opportunities, in “ways that
offer security of tenure and the personal freedom
associated with ownership” (Wulff 2001: 63). Further, a minimum income guarantee for families with
children would provide the safety net to protect children from poverty.
Rebalancing the household economy requires action to
allow parents to combine paid work and family responsibilities. Here, the challenge is to alleviate the difficult
choices faced, particularly by women, between work
participation and caring. This means improving the
access by low-income families to family-friendly work
practices (including maternity and parental leave
arrangements) and affordable child care, continued
and improved income support for caring of young children at home, and reducing the gender division of
unpaid, caring work (Gray and Stanton 2002).

In Australia, one such configuration
has been coined “the new social settlement” (O’Donnell and Hancock 2000:
7). It entails the search “for an acceptable and achievable blend between the
For parents and children, unemployment, joblessness and poverty are often
old ideas of social citizenship and the
framework established by new welfare”
accompanied by the uncertainties that arise from disrupted relationships, poorer
(Carney and Ramia 2002: 145). And it
health, financial difficulties and stress, and the sense that it is not possible to
is generally accepted that this blend
plan for the future.
“must thus involve theorising, designing and implementing policies that
draw on new ideas that span the tradiAction in these four areas – generating jobs, improving
tional left–right divide. There is no going back to a
housing supply, ensuring a minimum income, and balbureaucratic model of standardised state provision
ancing work and family – are the basic requirements
because it is not possible to unravel the choices and
for providing social and economic certainty for famimarket mechanisms that are now intertwined in the
lies. But governments’ sense of responsibility (and
social fabric.” (Saunders 2002: 10)
capacity) for achieving these things is limited by their
For children and families in Australia, whatever
approaches to risk and uncertainty. The old social
the configuration of the new social settlement, the
settlement was marked by the preparedness of governearlier analysis about the impacts of change on
ments to commit to full employment, to undertake a
families points to a number of fundamental areas
new and bold approach to housing families, and to
that need attention. These areas include better
develop new payments for families at risk. The new
employment outcomes, housing security, minimum
social settlement must be marked by a similar comincome guarantees, and a rebalancing of the housemitment, even if it needs to be achieved in a less
hold economy.
bureaucratic way, that is more responsive to different
needs, and capable of working in partnerships with
We need improved employment outcomes, especially
business and the community.
the generation of more jobs, so that families with
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Improving certainty through service delivery
Changes designed to deliver greater economic and
social certainty such as those outlined above need to
be complemented with changes to the way that services are delivered to troubled families. This means
redesigning contracts so that their primary focus is
the delivery of long-term secure relationships for
children, within their families, substitute families,
and supportive communities. It is in the realm of
relationships that governments and service providers
have opportunities to improve children’s experience
of security and attachment. While contracts based
on interventions are the vehicles preferred by the
market for defining and delivery of personal services,
it is contracts based on relationships that challenge
the current distribution of risk between families,
providers and purchasers.

Long-term relationship-based contracts would
require new performance measures to drive a radically different approach and to meet appropriate
accountability requirements. Production and turnover
figures based on short time frames must give way to
the targets of continuity, persistence and the preservation of relationships within families, between
family members and local services, and between
providers and their local communities.

The role of relationships in the experience of care
has been missing in public policy since the introduction of the contract as the principal vehicle for
implementing government policy and managing risk.
George Soros (2002) has observed: “Lasting relationships have been replaced by individual transactions.
A transactional society undermines social values and
loosens moral constraints. Social values express a
concern for others. But a transaction economy is
anything but a community.”

Rather than being rewarded for increased throughput,
the casualisation of their workers, and early discharge
or closure, providers would be supported for practices
which foster staff retention, protect staff from the
stressful effects of intensive relationship-based work,
and reward innovation in continuity rather than rapid
discharge and closure. Unit costs for relationship-based
contracts would be higher and require a greater commitment to family support services from governments
over the long term.

In their work on relationship-based social policy,
Henderson and Forbat (2002) point out that even in
the realm of informal care within the family “the
importance of the interpersonal or relational component of care exchanges is not an understanding that
is woven through policy” (p. 677). The feminist
understanding of care as “emotional labour”, essentially constructed and “subsumed” within the
distinctive meaning of relationships (p. 684), is the
essential element of support programs for families
and substitute care for children.

However, this increase in expenditure must be seen
in the context of the costs now arising from existing
policy failure, and the futility of short-term interventions for families who are bearing the greater burden
of uncertainty (National Crime Prevention 1999;
FaCS 2000; Tomison and Poole 2000).

Services working to address the consequences of
uncertainty in the lives of families and children must
be able to deliver certainty in relationships if they are
to be part of the solution rather than the problem. Most
providers do in fact struggle to build relationships of
trust and certainty. But in doing so, they continually
confront the limitations imposed by a market logic
which, eschewing dependency, always favours shortterm contracts for short-term interventions.
While Australian state governments commit themselves in principle to achieve long-term outcomes for
children, appropriate strategies to operationalise these
commitments are largely absent (Wise 1999). Such
strategies would involve systems for purchasing services that valued and delivered continuing and secure
relationships to families and children. They would
require bi-partisan political agreements to safeguard
long-term support of families in local communities, and
secure continuing relationships for children in out of
home care. The significance of these objectives for the
futures of children transcends marginal political differences and the reluctance of risk adverse governments
to enter long-term agreements.
Long-term contracts would be a significant vehicle for
improving the commitment, security and confidence
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of providers working to support and strengthen vulnerable families. In addition, long-term contracts
would enhance their readiness to invest in local
community networks and partnerships. Stronger
communities are those where local relationships are
based on trust, and trust can only be built on the
basis of actions and communications, which take
place over time (Cox and Caldwell 2000).

Family Matters No.64 Autumn 2003

Conclusion
The central proposition of this paper is that there is
now an unfair and untenable re-distribution of risk to
vulnerable families and children (Marris 1996; Culpitt 1999). This problem arises from governments’
responses to the forces of globalisation and change at
the levels of both their policies and business practices. In particular, risk management policies in the
sectors of employment, income and housing are
compounded by management or business practices
that favour short-term, fragmentary and emergency
interventions and services. Increasingly it is assumed
that the community will fill in the gaps (FaCS 1999,
cited in Cox and Caldwell 2000).
The outcomes for vulnerable families include not
only reduced participation in the economy and
greater insecurity, but also the experience of services
which fail to support relationships based on continuity and trust. As Cox and Caldwell (2000) point out,
the processes of contracting are directed to issues of
price and outputs, not the quality of relationships
(p. 68). Further, fostering the conditions that strengthen
families are not compatible with the prevailing orthodoxy of short-term, instrumental and fragmented
interventions (p. 43).
There is increasing recognition of the damaging
effects of these policies and practices for the attachments, security and long-term relationships of
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vulnerable children and adults (NSW Commission for
Children and Young People 2002; NSW Community
Services Commission 2000; Victorian Parliament’s
Public Accounts and Estimates Committee 2002).
This paper argues that governments have a clear
responsibility to address the distribution of risk and
take appropriate action to enhance rather than
diminish opportunities for secure and trusting relationships. But as stated by Culpitt (1999: 4), the
prevailing unfair distribution of uncertainty to those
most vulnerable to its impacts will only be changed if
governments are prepared to identify the moral
cause of justice as more important than the minimising of their own risk.
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The Columbus Pilot project
was developed by the Family
Court of Western Australia to
assist, enable, and encourage
separated parents to
acknowledge the debilitating
effects of continuing conflict,
violence or abusive behaviour,
and to encourage couples to
resolve their differences
without recourse to prolonged
litigation in the Family Court.

The Columbus Pilot
Catalyst for an emerging model of an integrated
Family Court system in Western Australia
PAUL MURPHY, PAUL KERIN AND LISBETH PIKE

I

n July 2001 the Family Court of Western Australia in Perth commenced an
innovative pilot project to individually case manage matters involving allegations of spousal violence, child abuse or sexual abuse, and family violence
where there were significant risk issues. The Columbus Pilot project has acted as
a catalyst for a number of changes as both the judicial officers and counselling
service staff developed new skills and knowledge in this very difficult area of family litigation and dispute resolution.
Over the past 18 months there has been a gradual integration of various external
support services and the Columbus process, with the result that a potential model
of an integrated Family Court system is beginning to emerge. This article provides
an overview of some of these developments and presents some ideas for future
developments.

What is Columbus?
The Columbus Pilot project was developed by the Family Court of Western Australia to assist, enable, and encourage separated parents to acknowledge the
debilitating effects of continuing conflict, violence or abusive behaviour, and to
encourage couples to resolve their differences without recourse to prolonged litigation in the Family Court.
Columbus has extended the concept of differential case management inherent in
the earlier Project Magellan (Brown, Sheehan, Frederico and Hewitt 2001). Magellan focused on matters involving child abuse and child sexual abuse whereas
Columbus also includes cases where there have been allegations of domestic violence and family violence where there are risk issues in respect of the children.
All matters involving such allegations were referred to the Director of Family
Court Counselling for assessment of the presenting risk factors and other selection criteria (for instance, the Columbus Pilot was limited to couples living in the
Perth metropolitan area where the various support services were available, and to
those who had not been engaged in previous litigation). In order to meet the criteria for early intervention, the ability to schedule a Columbus Conference within
three weeks of the first court event was also a selection criteria: matters not
included in the Pilot continued to be monitored as the “Control Group”.
Other distinctive features of Columbus are:
• cases are individually managed (not just fast tracked) through a series of family conferences which are jointly chaired by a designated Registrar and a
Family Court Counsellor until either a stable, safe contact regime is established
or the matter is progressed through the general court system;
• the inclusion of referrals to therapeutic services and education programs as
part of the conference process;
• the proceedings of conferences are confidential from the Court and so are not
admissible in evidence, thereby providing the potential to explore issues (especially disclosures of violence or abuse) and to discuss options for managing the
situation in both the short and longer term without prejudice to either party; and
• the presiding Columbus Conference Registrar is disqualified from involvement
in a Columbus matter that is subsequently referred back to the Family Court
process.

82

Family Matters No.64 Autumn 2003

Australian Institute of Family Studies

The adversarial context
In its advice to the Australian Federal Parliament in
1974 on the ramifications of establishing a separate
Family Court in Australia, the Standing Committee on
Constitutional and Legal Affairs conceived the new system with its integral counselling services as a “helping
court” (SCCLA 1974: 56). Despite the original intention that the Family Court should operate “without
undue formality”, proceedings have tended to become
increasingly formalised, not only as a way of dealing
with the intense emotion that is so often present but
also to imbue an air of authority (Fogarty 2001: 97).
There has been increasing acknowledgement that the
adversarial framework so familiar to the legal profession (and which has developed over the past 25 years in
the Family Court in Australia) is not conducive to
cooperative post-separation parenting relationships,
and thus not in the child’s best interests (Attorney General’s Department 2001; FLPAG 2001).
An alternative view advocates a broader and more comprehensive approach to the administration of family
law. Such an approach involves the use of the “social
sciences” (sociologists, psychiatrists, social workers,
psychologists, marriage and family counsellors) to
examine the impact of legislation, legal procedure, and
the influence that legal actors (judges, magistrates, registrars, child separate representatives, and legal
practitioners) have on the mental and physical health
of the people whom they purport to represent or assist
(Cooper 1998; Tesler 1999; Winick 1997).
This collaborative approach and its inherent healing
effects is conceptualised as “therapeutic jurisprudence” whereby the legal (Family Court) system itself
becomes part of the healing and personal growth
process required to counter the disillusionment and
bewilderment which are common outcomes of relationship breakdown (Allan 2001). Therapeutic
jurisprudence represents a return to the original idealised concept of the “helping court” advocated during
the formation of the Family Court.

least to know how to seek assistance. This approach,
together with relevant alternative avenues for dispute
resolution, and an emerging suite of support and education programs, is consistent with the notion that the
Family Court system can become an agent for therapeutic jurisprudence.

An emerging model of an integrated system
As a result of the development of Columbus, the various sectors of the family law system in Western
Australia are now working more closely together.
The concept of an integrated Family Court system is
not new and many jurisdictions have struggled with
the inherent complexities and implications of moving
too far from the procedures which have developed over
the past 25 years (Oregon Judicial Department 2002;
Rhoades 2002; Williams 2002). However, writers such
as Geraghty and Mlyniec (2002) have also urged that
enthusiasm for change must be tempered with caution.
Experience in Perth over the two years of the Columbus
project confirms both of these views but also highlights
the possibilities for positive change when the Family
Court is able to access a range of external services in
direct support of its aim to provide better services to separating parents and better outcomes for their children.
There are three components in the Family Court system that is emerging in Perth. These are: the Family
Court of Western Australia, including the Columbus
Pilot project (described above); the Legal Aid Commission and their Alternative Dispute Resolution program;
and various government and non-government support
and education programs, and family law networks.

Family Court of Western Australia
The first component of an integrated system is the
Family Court of Western Australia. This was established in 1976 as an independent State-based Family
Court with its own legislative framework, the Family
Court Act, that mirrors the Family Law Act that applies
to the rest of the country.

Notwithstanding the changes in terminology of the Family Law Reform Act 1995, the emotion and potential for
conflict remain as parents adjust to their new post-separation roles and responsibilities (Funder and Smyth
1996; Harrison 1999). The Reform Act also envisaged a
degree of cooperation and communication between separated or divorced parents which, if it had existed, would
possibly not have resulted in the parents separating in
the first place (Campbell and Pike 1998; Harrison 1999).

The only court Registry is in Perth. There are 13 judicial officers – five Judges and seven Magistrates
who are also appointed as Registrars. The judiciary
are supported by 40 administrative staff and 11 Court
Counsellors. The jurisdiction covers an area almost five
times the size of France, and a population of about two
million people. At least one judicial officer and a counsellor are “on circuit” to one of six regional centres
throughout the year.

It is this continuing parental conflict and inability to
communicate which is often expressed in repeated
reliance on the Family Court to adjudicate on seemingly
simple parenting or administrative issues (such as variations in contact times, or liability to provide transport for
contact visits). These factors are complicated when
there is evidence, or allegations, of spousal (domestic)
violence, child abuse, child sexual abuse, or family violence that raise concerns for the safety of children.

The Court opens about 7,000 new files annually. About
3,500 applications and responses are filed annually for
various Orders in respect of children’s issues (primarily
contact and residency). Most of these litigants are also
seen by the Family Court Counselling Service, many on
the day of their first Court appearance (FCCS 2002).

A long-term outcome of the Columbus project
may be an improved ability for the parents either to
negotiate the myriad of changes and issues which will
inevitably arise as the children grow and mature, or at
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Legal Aid Commission
The second component of an integrated Family Court
system is the Legal Aid Commission of Western Australia.
There are two aspects to the Legal Aid Commission’s
position in the model. The first aspect is that the
Director of Legal Aid undertook to provide a Separate
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(Child) Representative for each case allocated to the
Columbus Pilot. A total of 150 Child Representatives,
of whom about one third were Columbus cases, were
appointed to Family Court matters in the past 12 months.

reported at the recent Australian Institute of Family
Studies Conference), and supervised contact services
provided by agencies such as Anglicare, Relationships
Australia, and Mother Hen.

The Child Representative has become an increasingly
important participant in the Columbus conferencing
process to the extent that they are often acting as the
“broker” in arranging referrals to support services. The
Legal Aid Commission is also responsible for funding the
appointment of Court Experts to report on family dynamics as requested by the Court. Preliminary data in the
cost/outcome analysis in Stage II of the evaluation suggest
that, despite the apparent intensive input from the Commission, the Columbus cases are proving to be about 15
per cent cheaper than the Control Group matters.

Protocols are being developed to allow for some information sharing between agencies and the Family Court
with the over-riding aim of facilitating safe, stable contact regimes for children and their parents.

The second aspect has been the development of a comprehensive Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR)
service. In an endeavour to assist people seeking Legal
Aid to identify their needs at the earliest possible
opportunity, and to assist a broader range of them to
resolve their family law disputes in a fair and durable
way without resorting to litigation, Legal Aid WA introduced a greatly expanded ADR program in January
2002 (Brown and Larkin 2001).
The four levels of this service (creatively named ADR 1,
2, 3 and 4) deal with increasingly more complex issues.
The ADR 1 conferences are chaired by a trained mediator and deal with “simple” contact and residency
matters. The other three levels (which address increasingly more complex issues and provide for parties to be
legally represented) are chaired by experienced legal
practitioners. There is provision for Heads of Agreement negotiated during a conference to be endorsed as
Court Orders.
This program has been in operation for 12 months and
appears to be achieving positive outcomes in a high
proportion of matters considered in each of the four
streams. The Alternative Dispute Resolution program
has recently received a State West Achievement Award
for excellence in the public sector.

Support and education programs
The third component of the integrated Family Court system comprises government and non-government support
and education programs, and family law networks.
Government agency
The Department for Community Development is the
statutory authority for investigating and reporting
on allegations of child abuse. Detailed protocols have
been established to enable notifications of suspected
child abuse to be expeditiously investigated and
reported. In some cases, the Department Investigating
Officer has attended the Columbus Conference to
report on the outcome of the inquiry and to assist the
conference in recommending appropriate action
and/or interventions.
Non-government agencies
An integral element of the Pilot is the ability of the conferences to refer parents to a variety of support services
(such as the Indigenous Conflict Resolution Service),
therapeutic services (such as personal counselling or
behaviour modification groups), education programs
(such as WA Anglicare’s “Mums and Dads Forever”, also
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The Columbus Pilot program (and to some degree the
general court process) makes extensive use of these
services and many of them are now regarded as essential elements of the emerging integrated model.
However, the support services depend on a variety of
funding sources that are not necessarily linked to
court-based outcomes. This absence of dedicated
funding is proving increasingly problematic as agencies tailor services to meet the needs of the court
without any certainty over continuity of supply. It may
be that consideration should be given to having courtlinked services funded from a suitably increased
Family Court budget which would ensure continuity,
subject to the programs continuing to meet the requirements of the Court.
Family law networks
In addition to the agencies noted above, the Family
Court in Western Australia also has an extensive support network represented by the Law Society, the
Family Law Practitioners’ Association, Community
Legal Centres, and legal practitioners generally. The
President of the Practitioners’ Association also sits as a
member of the Columbus Reference Group.

Consultation, collaboration, and coordination
The Columbus Pilot has acted as a catalyst for the
emergence of new roles and responsibilities, most
notably the Principal Registrar and the Director of
Family Court Counselling Services. The Director of
Counselling was instrumental in establishing the initial
network of agencies and support services, and developing the information-sharing Protocols. However, it
became evident that, together with the Director of
Counselling, the Principal Registrar has had a central
role in promoting and sustaining the changes that were
beginning to occur.
Some of these roles were:
• co-chairing the Columbus Reference Group and
receiving critical feedback about the program and
inherent court processes;
• convening a research interest group to co-ordinate
the research activity within the Court, to advise on
ethical and procedural issues, and to liaise with
agencies seeking to develop court-linked research
initiatives;
• involving social and legal researchers in the development of new initiatives so that any new program is not
only evidence-based but incorporates an evaluation
framework from the preliminary planning stages;
• developing evaluation strategies and designs for
other court processes;
• supporting funding applications initiated by the Court
itself and also with external collaborative partners;
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• convening joint “professional training” seminars for
judicial officers and counselling staff;
• convening an academic advisory committee to liaise
with relevant institutions and have an input into
course content in both legal and social science faculties;
• promoting community and professional education
initiatives through agencies, professional associations
(such as the Family Law Practitioners’ Association),
and academic institutions; and
• presenting conference papers discussing the changes
that were occurring.
All of these new roles require extensive consultation and
collaboration in order to establish working relationships
at a variety of levels. They also mean that the Principal
Registrar and the Director of the Family Court Counselling Service have become more accessible to, and very
visible in, the “family court sector”.

as an optional case management procedure in the
Family Court of Western Australia. (A separate paper
at the Australian Institute of Family Studies Conference reported some of the early findings from the
evaluation. Full reports on Stages II and III are due in
December 2003.)
Integral to the Columbus Pilot has been the work of the
Columbus Reference Group which is chaired jointly by
the Director of Family Court Counselling and the Principal Registrar. This group of professionals from both
government and non-government agencies in the “Family Court sector” meets quarterly to review the progress
of the Pilot project, suggest avenues for improvement or
modification in the program, provide input into the
development of inter-agency collaborative Protocols,
and provide guidance to the evaluation team.
Members of the Reference Group have also been instrumental in promoting wider community support together

As noted above, a significant
impact of Columbus has been
There has been increasing acknowledgement that the
the new working relationships
that have developed between
adversarial framework so familiar to the legal
the judicial officers and counselling staff as they jointly
profession is not conducive to cooperative
manage the Columbus Conferpost-separation parenting relationships,
ences. All Registrars in the
Family Court of Western Ausand thus not in the child’s best interests.
tralia now chair conferences
with a designated counsellor. All
available Columbus staff meet
regularly to review processes
and techniques, share experiences, and to develop joint
approaches aimed at achieving
the best possible outcomes for
the clients and their children.
This cross-fertilisation of experience and expertise has led to greater awareness,
with an awareness of the pressures on the general Family
understanding, and collegial support among Columbus
Court system through the Family Law Foundation.
staff, and to better practice in other spheres of the work
of both professions.
Conclusion

Columbus evaluated
An extensive four-stage evaluation of the Columbus
Pilot has been developed by an inter-disciplinary, interuniversity research team. The research design was
developed and the efficacy of the evaluation methodology tested in Stage I, which was completed in June
2002. The evaluation proper includes longitudinal
cost/outcome analysis of matters assigned to both the
Columbus Pilot and Control Groups (Stage II), as well
as follow-up interviews with samples of parents and
their children – Stage III (Columbus Pilot) and Stage IV
(Control Group). All four stages of the evaluation
include feedback from legal representatives, court personnel, separate child representatives, court experts,
and support agency staff.
Preliminary results of Stage I suggested that Columbus
was achieving its benchmark indicators of early intervention and timeframes, and is producing some
encouraging results in terms of costs and outcomes.
Registrars and Family Court Counselling Service staff
have agreed that joint case conferencing will continue
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The Columbus Pilot project has acted as a catalyst for
change in a number of areas of the Family Court system in Perth. Registrars and counsellors have agreed to
extend the Columbus process on a trial basis to explore
matters involving allegations of drug and other substance abuse. This new development began in March
2003 with all judicial officers and counselling service
staff undertaking a training program with staff from the
Drug Court and other agencies that support that jurisdiction. Consideration is being given to this becoming
a new pilot program within the Family Court of Western Australia, incorporating a range of potential new
initiatives.
The Columbus Pilot project has led to the Family Court
becoming the centre of a number of inter-disciplinary
research and professional education initiatives involving social scientists, legal academics, and practitioners.
These changes have led to practitioners in many areas
(registrars, lawyers, counsellors, and agency staff)
developing a greater understanding of the Family Court
and its processes, and promoting new collaborative
working relationships.
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All of these changes not only appear to be producing better
outcomes for parents and their children but are also encouraging a new model of practice in the Family Court of Western
Australia.
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R E V I E W

Sociology of
childhood research
Wendy Stone

A

ustralian approaches to poverty-related research
typically focus on the relationships of adults to
labour market and/or welfare systems. In these
analyses, family relationships feature prominently,
often as factors that help to explain an individual’s relationship either to work or to income support.
Where children are included, the research usually
maintains its adult perspective, discussing children
as, for example, a barrier to paid work, or, say, as
future adults. Most Australian research concerning
children adopts a psychology framework, focusing on
children’s attributes, resilience and vulnerablility
rather than on the culture of childhood and the ways
this is mediated by poverty. With some few but significant exceptions (notably, the Brotherhood of St
Laurence’s Life Chances study), very little is heard
from people themselves as they experience poverty,
least of all the views or experiences of children.
Enter Childhood Poverty and Social Exclusion: From
a Child’s Perspective, authored by Dr Tess Ridge, from
the Department of Social and Policy Sciences at the
University of Bath in the United Kingdom.
By example, this book lays down the gauntlet to policy makers, researchers, educators and service
providers to change the way they do business, by
asking them to take a child-centred approach and
seeing where they end up. Specifically, it encourages
readers to look through the eyes of children to see
how well the needs of children, as defined by children, are being met. Ridge’s work complements
psychological studies of children at risk, but marks a
point of departure from them, by delivering a policy
analysis grounded in sociology of childhood research
to respond to children’s needs.
Beginning with an historical overview of policies targeting poor children and their families in the United
Kingdom, Ridge frames her work in terms of the current Blair Government’s commitment to alleviate child
poverty. Recent estimates by Bradbury and Jantï
(2001) rank Britain as having the third highest percentage of children in poverty in the “developed” world
(based on 50 per cent of overall median income).
To put the size of the problem into perspective, these
estimates indicate that more than one-fifth of British
children are in poverty at any given time. (Australia,
ranked fifth, with 17 per cent of all Australian children estimated to be in poverty, is not far behind.)
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Using what she calls “child-centheir neighbourhoods, and the
way they manage their relationtred” research, Ridge then sets
ships and environments.
out to determine how well current policies are meeting the
While the study comes out of a
needs of poor children, and how
specifically British and European
these children are experiencing
tradition of research around
Childhood
Poverty
and
poverty. Reporting on in-depth
poverty and, more recently, social
Social Exclusion: From a
interviews conducted with 40
exclusion, it has strong resochildren aged between 10 and
Child’s Perspective
nance for the Australian context
17 years whose parent/s were
By Tess Ridge,
– perhaps all the stronger as it
in receipt of benefit (income
draws attention to issues and
Published
by
Policy
Press,
support payments), Ridge
methodologies that are not yet
Bristol, 2002.
explores how children view and
central to the Australian research
experience their everyday lives,
focus on poverty.
including their family relationships, their friendships, and their school and work –
Childhood Poverty and Social Exclusion reminds us of
in an attempt to place children centre-stage. These
the importance of first-hand accounts of children’s
qualitative data are supplemented by analysis of large
experiences. The book reinforces the idea that understanding the social and cultural context in which
scale survey data collected from young people aged
poverty takes place, in addition to material and finan11 to 15 years.
cial factors, is critical to a full understanding of poverty.
Central among the findings, the book shows that poor
It emphasises that there is a place in policy research for
children are suffering from insufficient access to the
qualitative as well as quantitative research, and that
economic and material resources necessary for adethis can add meaning to what we already “know”.
quate social participation and academic parity.
Ridge’s work enters a previously underdeveloped
Contrary to arguments espousing the development
field of poverty-related research, and in doing so
and transmission of dependency culture, such as
makes substantive, theoretical and methodological
adopted by Murray (1994) in the United States, Ridge
contributions.
argues that children are in fact active, responsive and
This book will be of interest to those involved in the
adaptive to the circumstances in which they live.
development and evaluation of public policy,
For example, while previous research has shown that
researchers concerned with policy and poverty, and
parents act to protect their children from the direct
those involved in education – as well as to anyone
and indirect impacts of poverty, Ridge argues that chilwanting to move toward a rich, contextual underdren, too, act to protect their parents. This includes
standing of how the world is experienced and
school-aged children seeking employment of their
negotiated by children.
own, not expecting material goods and, perhaps of
most concern, excluding themselves from “expensive”
References
aspects of life, including school excursions and extra
Bradbury, B. & Jantï, M. (2001), “Child poverty across the induscurricula activities – some of the very activities that
trialised world: Evidence from the Luxembourg Income Study”,
in K. Vleminckx & T. M. Smeeding (eds) Child Wellbeing, Child
can lead to friendships that can protect children from
Poverty and Child Policy in Modern Nations: What Do We
adversities associated with being poor, or act to
Know?, Policy Press, Bristol.
increase children’s otherwise limited opportunities.
Murray, C. (1994), Losing Ground: American Social Policy,
Related to this, Ridge also points to the fact that children’s experiences in the here and now are important –
in contrast with approaches that focus primarily upon
children as “the adults of the future”. Her findings
highlight the very real concerns children have about
their schooling, their friendships, their families and
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1950-1980, 2nd edn, Basic Books, New York.

Wendy Stone is a Research Fellow at the Australian Institute of Family Studies, responsible for the Families, Social
Capital and Citizenship project in the Institute’s Families
and Society research program. Tess Ridge, a visiting scholar
at the Institute for some months in 2003, presented an
Institute seminar on her research (see p.75).
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B O O K

N OT E S

CAROLE JEAN

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.

Children, family and the state:
Decision-making and child
participation, by Nigel Thomas,
Policy Press, Bristol, 2002.
Price: UK 18.99.
This book begins with a
discussion of the different
theories of childhood, children’s
rights and the relationship
between children, their parents
and the state. It then goes on to
focus more specifically on these
issues in relation to children in
state care. Questions discussed
include how children in care
can take part in the decisions
made about their lives, and
how this can conflict with the
wishes of adults.This book
would make essential reading
for professionals who work with
children in care settings.

Individual chapters cover:
myths and realities of sexual
violence; medical treatment;
reporting the assault to the
police; going to court; victim
compensation; making a
complaint; children who have
been sexually abused; and
strategies for safety. Particular
mention is made of victims
who may have special needs,
such as older people, sex
workers, and people with a
disability. Although the handbook has a specific New South
Wales focus, especially with
regards to the list of relevant
helping organisations, and the
legal procedures explained,
the general advice given in
the book is applicable to all
readers.

Children caring for parents
with mental illness: Perspectives
of young carers, parents and
professionals, by Jo Aldridge
and Saul Becker, Policy Press,
Bristol, 2003.

Building community: The
shared action experience, by
Linda Beilharz, Solutions Press,
Bendigo, 2002. Price: $50.00.

Surviving rape: A handbook
about sexual violence for
survivors, family, friends and
workers, by NSW Rape Crisis
Centre, Redfern Legal Centre
Publishing, Redfern, 2002.
Price: $35.00.
This handbook provides practical
advice about sexual violence.
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which recognise the strengths
of people and their community,
and which facilitates their
application to achieve selfdetermined goals. Individual
chapters discuss the planning
and implementation of the
project, and the difficulties
encountered.This book would
make informative reading for
anyone involved with community
development projects.

This book relates the experiences
of the Shared Action Project, a
community development project
run in rural Victoria. Initiated by
the local agency, St Lukes, the
project aimed to promote the
safety and wellbeing of the
local children by working with
adults and groups within the
community. A strengths-based
approach was used for the
project.This approach is based
on values of social justice,

In this book the authors
challenge the claim that
children and young people are
damaged by caring for a parent
with a mental illness. Instead
they argue that, with adequate
support, children can be helped
to cope with their parent and
their caring role.The research
drew on data from interviews
with 40 families where a child
provided care to a parent
with a severe mental illness,
and with the mental health
professionals involved with the
family. Initial chapters present
the perspectives of the parents,
professionals, and most
importantly, say the authors,
the children themselves. It
was found that many of these
young carers felt that they
gained positive experiences
from caring for their parents.
In contrast, most mental health
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professionals saw the children’s
caring role as having a negative
impact upon them.The authors
argue that the needs and wishes
on children need to be taken
more into account by mental
health professionals.This book
would make important reading
for anyone working in the
mental health field.

Making contact: How parents
and children negotiate and
experience contact after divorce,
by Liz Trinder, Mary Beek and
Jo Connolly, Joseph, Rowntree
Foundation, 2002.
Price: UK 12.95.
This report from the United
Kingdom is based on a study
which interviewed 61 families
about their child contact
arrangements.The aim of the
study was to examine how
adults and children negotiate
contact, what their experience
of contact is, and what factors
shape contact arrangements.
Families which had privately
arranged contact as well as families which had court arranged
contact were included. Contact
was found to place significant
demands on all family members
(both adults and children), and
that it is a combination of the
actions,attitudes and interactions
of all family members that shape
contact.In families where conflict
exists, the authors argue that
legal interventions may not
be the most helpful form of
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intervention; rather, a wide
range of services (including
therapeutic services) need to
be made available to families.
All professionals involved with
family law and family justice
would find this report
fascinating reading.

Papunya school book of country and history,
by Papunya School, Allen and Unwin, Crow’s Nest, 2001.
This beautifully presented
and illustrated picture book
was created by the students
and staff at the Papunya
School in Central Australia.
It tells the story (in words and
illustrations) of how the
Anangu came to live
together at Papunya, the
impact of white settlement
on the community, the struggle for land rights, and details
of the Papunya art movement.The history, role, and
future vision of the Papunya
school is emphasised.This
award winning book gives
readers (both adult and

children) a valuable insight
into the lives of the Papunya
people and their vision for
the future.

Family day care: International perspectives on
policy, practice and quality, edited by Ann Mooney
and June Statham, Jessica Kingsley, London, 2003.
My house and Going to Fair Day,
by Brenna and Vicki Harding,
B & V Harding, Sydney, 2002.
Price: $14.95 (each).
These two colourful picture
books, telling the story of a
little girl and her two Mums, is
aimed at readers aged five to
seven years. Going to Fair Day
describes all the fun and
excitement of a family outing,
and My house relates a day in
the life of the family and the
adventures of their three household pets.These Australian
books are not only relevant
for children with same sex
parents, but they also provide
valuable insights for the wider
community of children and
their parents.
Carole Jean is the Reference
Librarian in the Institute’s Family
Information Centre.

While much attention has
focused on children in formal
day care settings, little has
been given to family day
care.This book is a collection
of papers which give an
international perspective to
the care of children in family
day care settings. Individual
countries covered include
Hungary, Germany, New
Zealand, Britain, Israel, France
and Australia. Chapters look
at the role of the child-minder; quality and standards
in family day care; and providing care for “children in
need”. A chapter by Institute
researchers, Ann Sanson and
Sarah Wise, examines the use
of family day care by parents
from diverse cultural backgrounds, and explores how
these parents look for child

care that reflects their own
cultural values and practices.
This book would make useful
reading for all concerned
with child care policy and
provision.
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CO N F E R E N C E S

BELINDA SNIDER

12–15 June 2003
Spirituality in Suicide Prevention
Brisbane, Qld

If you wish forthcoming
conferences, workshops or
seminars to be listed in Family
Matters and the Institute’s
Internet pages, please send
details to BELINDA SNIDER,
Australian Institute of Family
Studies, 300 Queen Street,
Melbourne 3000 Victoria,
Australia. Phone: (03) 9214
7864. Fax: (03) 9214 7839.
Email: belinda@aifs.gov.au

The title of the 10th Annual Suicide Prevention Australia National
Conference,“Finding meaning
to sustain life:The place of
spirituality in suicide prevention”,
signals a theme of universal
concern.The conference will
examine the issue of spirituality
and how it might be used to
assist recovery from depression
and suicidal behaviours.
Further information: Lyn Greenfield or Cristy Ross. Phone: (07)
3858 5563. Fax: (07) 3858 5510.
Email: spa2003@im.com.au/ Web:
www.suicidepreventionaust.org/

New conferences are added to
this conference listing each
week on the Institute’s Internet
site: www.aifs.gov.au/institute/
conf/confmenu.html

13–15 June 2003
Family Strengths
Guangzhou, People’s Republic
of China
The objective of this conference,
sponsored by the South
China Normal University, the
International Family Strengths
Consortium/University of
Nebraska,and Webster University,
Missouri, USA, is to unite professionals and laypersons interested
in helping to strengthen families
around the world.
Further information: Nancy
Swarts. Email: nswarts2@unl.edu

15–18 June 2003
Health of Indigenous Communities
Adelaide, SA
An invitation is extended to
Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander health workers across
the nation, their colleagues, and
all those who have an interest
in the health of Indigenous
communities, to attend the 4th
National Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Health Workers
Conference.Themes are: Professional development; Program
innovations; Health and
community development; and
Partnerships and policies.
Further information: Project
Officer. Phone: 1800 888 575 or
(02) 9311 2593. Email: journal@
aihwj.com.au. Or contact the
Secretariat,SAPMEA Conventions,
68 Greenhill Road,Wayville SA
5034. Phone: (08) 8274 6060.
Toll-free phone: 1800 674 668.
Fax: (08) 8274 6000. Email: aihw
4thconf@sapmea.asn.au.
Web: www.sapmea.asn.au

17–19 June 2003
Domestic Violence Court
Assistance Network
Brisbane, Qld
Domestic Violence Court
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Assistance Network is a network
of court assistance workers
located throughout Queensland.
The following areas will be
covered at their forthcoming
conference: Models of court
assistance;The impact of domestic
violence on children and young
people; Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander perspectives; New
target groups included in the
recent changes to the domestic
violence legislation; and
Criminal law perspectives on
domestic violence.
Further information: Catherine
Hunt, Conference Organiser,
Women’s Legal Service, PO Box
119, Annerley Qld 4103. Phone:
(07) 3392 0644. Fax: (07) 3392
0658 Email: Catherine_Hunt@
fcl.fl.asn.au.

18–20 June 2003
Health Care Research
Canberra, ACT
The General Practice and Primary
Health Care Research conference
provides an opportunity for
primary health care researchers
to get together to network, form
collaborations and share ideas
and work. It also provides the
opportunity to hear about
current research in general
practice and primary health care.
Further information: Conference
Logistics. Phone: (02) 6281 6624.
Fax: (02) 6285 1336. Email:
conference@conlog.com.au

20–21 June 2003
Tresillian Family Care Centres
Sydney, NSW
This conference for health
professionals working in child
and family health will focus on
the psycho-social issues for
parenting, and the health of
young children and their families.
Further information: Dr Catherine
Fowler, Education and Research,
Tresillian Family Care Centres,
McKenzie Street, Belmore NSW
2192. Phone: (02) 9787 0869. Fax:
(02) 9787 0880. Email: cathrine@
email.cs.nsw.gov.au.

20–21 June 2003
Children and the Law
Brisbane, Qld
The conference aims to promote
discussion on a wide range of
contemporary issues in both
Australia and the Asia Pacific
region.The recent focus on
children as refugees,as abductees,
and as prostitutes, and specific
issues relating to Indigenous
children, will be examined in an
Australian and regional context.

Children’s rights and family law
issues will also be discussed.
Further information: LAWASIA
Secretariat, GPO Box 3275,
Darwin NT 0800. Phone: (08)
8946 9500. Fax: (08) 8946 9505.
Email: lawasia@lawasia.asn.au

20–22 June 2003
Children’s Services
Canberra, ACT
Each year Country Children’s
Services Association of New
South Wales hosts a three-day
conference for people involved
with the delivery and management of children’s services
across the state of New South
Wales.The theme of the 2003
Conference is “Embracing
complexity and risking change”.
Further information: Country
Children’s Services Association
of NSW, PO Box 118, Katoomba
NSW 2780. Phone: (02) 4782
1470. Fax: (02) 4782 4425. Email:
conference@ccsa-nsw.asn.au.
Web: www.ccsa-nsw.asn.au

20–22 June 2003
Violence against Women
Glenelg, SA
“The evidence of difference:
12th International Conference
of the Nursing Network on
Violence against Women”aims
to provide a forum for all those
who work in human services to
come together and discuss the
work that is occurring to end
violence against women and
children and promote their safety.
In particular, this conference
aims to promote collaborative
efforts throughout the community
and across sectors with an
emphasis on the responsibility
of the health system to respond
to violence against women and
provide options for safety.
Further information:Violence
Against Women Conference
Convenor, Dr Charmaine Power,
School of Nursing and Midwifery,
GPO Box 2100, Adelaide SA
5001. Phone: (08) 8201 3270.
Fax : +61 8 8276 1602 Email:
vawconf@flinders.edu.au.Web:
wwwnursing.sturt.flinders.edu.a
u/violence/Front%20Page.htm

21–26 June 2003
Family Violence
Prague, Czech Republic
The Second World Conference on
Family Violence is co-sponsored
by the World Health Organisation
and is convened under the
auspices of the International
Network on Family Violence
(INFV) and its Secretariat – the
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National Council on Child Abuse
and Family Violence in the United
States.The congress theme is
“Protecting every generation:
Sharing solutions that prevent
child abuse, spouse/partner
abuse (domestic violence), and
elder abuse”.
Further information: INFV Secretariat, National Council on Child
Abuse and Family Violence, 1025
Connecticut Avenue NW, Suite
1012,Washington,DC 20036 USA.
Fax: 1-831-655-3930.Email:WCFV
@aol.com.Web: www.wcfv.org

22–24 June 2003
Equal Play: A Vision for Children
London

Further information: Web: www.
ensac-conference2003.org.uk/

26–28 June 2003
Children and Families
Dunedin, NZ
The 5th Child and Family Policy
Conference from the Children’s
Issues Centre, University of
Otago, has the theme “Joined up
services: Linking together for
children and families”.
Further information: Children’s
Issues Centre,University of Otago,
PO Box 56, Dunedin NZ. Phone:
+64 3 479 5038. Fax: +64 3 479
5039.Email:cic@otago.ac.nz.Web:
www.otago.ac.nz/CIC/CIC.html

1–4 July 2003
Human Rights and Diversity
Byron Bay, NSW
Southern Cross University’s Centre
for Law, Politics and Culture
presents the inaugural international conference for those who
cares passionately about human
rights, and who wish to activate/
re-activate human rights and
their importance in the 21st
century.The core aim of the
Activating Human Rights and
Diversity Conference is to bring
together activists, scholars, nongovernment organisations, and
health care and community
workers who represent a
diversity of viewpoints.
Further information: Norsearch
Conference Services, Southern
Cross University, PO Box 157,
Lismore NSW 2480. Phone: +61 2
6620 3932. Fax: +61 2 6622 1954.
Email: ahr2003@scu.edu.au.
Web: www.scu.edu.au/research/
clpc/human_rights/index.html

3–5 July 2003
Higher Education and Community
Ipswich, Qld
The theme of the 2nd International InsideOut Conference on
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Further information: Email: csrce
nquiries@uqi.uq.edu.au. Phone:
Karen Joyce (07) 3381 1278.

6–9 July 2003
Human Development
Brisbane, Qld
The 13th conference from the
Australasian Human Development Association will address a
broad coverage of research
activities focused on human
development across the life span,
in basic and applied research areas.
Further information: Email: sarnia.
butler@aut.ac.nz or t.wouldes@
auckland.ac.nz Web: www.ahda.
auckland.ac.nz/

7–11 July 2003
Social Change and Globalisation
Beijing, People’s Republic of
China
The theme of the 36th World
Congress of the International
Institute of Sociology is Social
Change in the Age of Globalisation.The host institute is the
Institute of Sociology, Chinese
Academy of Social Sciences,
which covers not only sociological
and anthropological issues, but
also social psychology, social
policy and youth studies.
Further information: 36th World
Congress,International Institute of
Sociology, Institute of Sociology,
Chinese Academy of Social
Sciences,5 Jianguomen Nei Dajie,
Beijing 100732,P.R.China.Fax:(86
10) 6513 3870.Email:ioscass@pu
blic.bta.net.cn.Web: www.iis2003
beijing.com.cn/en/index.htm

9–11 July 2003
Narrative Therapy and
Community Work
University of Liverpool, UK
The International Narrative
Therapy and Community Work
Conference is being organised
by Dulwich Centre Publications
and the Centre for Narrative
Practice, in Sheffield, UK. It
promises the very latest
thinking in narrative practice.
Further information: Dulwich
Centre Publications, Hutt St PO
Box 7192, Adelaide SA 5000.
Phone: (08) 822 33966. Fax: (08)
8232 4441. Email: dulwich@
senet.com.au.Web:www.dulwich
centre.com.au/ukconference.html

University of New South Wales
will involve a mix of plenary
sessions, forum discussions and
contributed papers in parallel
sessions.The overarching theme
for the 2003 Conference will be
Social Inclusion.
Further information: Events and
Promotions Coordinator, Social
Policy Research Centre,University
of New South Wales 2052.
Phone: (02) 9385 7802.
Email: d.aldridge@unsw.edu.au.
Web: www.sprc.unsw.edu.au

9–12 July 2003
Safety and the Internet
Auckland, NZ
The NetSafe II: Society, Safety
and the Internet conference will
focus on the themes of safety in
the home, business, workplace
and school, and legal, ethical
and cultural issues regarding
the Internet.The conference is
presented by the Internet Safety
Group,the University of Auckland
and the New Zealand Police.

Contemporary issues
in family research
In 2003, the Australian Institute of Family Studies is continuing its series of
seminars presenting research on national and international issues related to
family. The seminars are designed to promote a forum for discussion and
debate,and are free and open to the public.
Seminars are 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,
Melbourne 3000.They run from one to one-and-a-half hours.
Seminar coordinators for 2003 are Institute researchers Kelly Hand and Jennifer
Renda. People wishing to attend a particular seminar should phone Grace
Soriano at the Australian Institute of Family Studies.Phone (03) 9214 7888.

SEMINAR PROGRAM
■ 15 MAY 2003

Family harmony and relationships: A fresh look at
Parent Effectiveness Training
Christine Wood
Postgraduate
School of Psychology,University of Tasmania
Facilitator – Robyn Parker,Australian Institute of Family Studies

■ 29 MAY 2003

The Minnesota Healthy Marriage and Family Formation Project
Professor William Doherty
Director,Marriage and Family Therapy Program
University of Minnesota,USA
Facilitator – Ruth Weston,Australian Institute of Family Studies

■ 5 JUNE 2003

Unmarried partners: The US context
Professor J. Thomas Oldham
University of Houston Law Centre,Texas,USA
Facilitator -- Bruce Smyth,Australian Institute of Family Studies

■ 19 JUNE 2003

Young people’s life patterns: Is there evidence of a
“new adulthood”?
Professor Johanna Wyn
Director,Youth Research Centre
Head of Department,Department of Education Policy and Management
University of Melbourne
Facilitator – Diana Smart,Australian Institute of Family Studies

■ 17 JULY 2003

9–11 July 2003
Australian Social Policy
Sydney, NSW

An ethnographic exploration of the development of child
rearing styles among the Ngaanyatjarra people from the
pre-contact era to the present day

The biennial Australian Social
Policy Conference (formerly
known as the National Social
Policy Conference) run by The
Social Policy Research Centre,

Gillian Shaw
School of Public Health and Community Medicine
University of New South Wales
Facilitator – Richard Munt,Australian Institute of Family Studies
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aifs seminar series

The 11th European Network
for School-age Child Care
Conference aims to raise the
profile of children’s rights and
equality for children.

Higher Education and Community
Engagement is “Charting uncertainty: Capital, community and
citizenship”.

Further information:Web: www.
netsafe.org.nz/conferences/
conferences_default.asp

10–12 July 2003
Stress and Anxiety
Lisbon, Portugal
The Stress and Anxiety Research
Society (STAR) is a multi-disciplinary, international organisation
of researchers who share an
interest in problems of stress,
coping, and anxiety. STAR
conferences provide a unique
opportunity to learn about stress
and anxiety.This will be the 24th
International Conference.
Further information:Web:http://st
ar2003.ulusofona.pt/default2.htm

10–13 July 2003
Children – the Core of Society
Hobart,Tas
The Australian Early Childhood
Association invites you to
participate in the 2003 Biennial
Conference, which promises the
opportunity to debate,reflect and
challenge practice and policy in
order to support the theme that
children are the core of society.
Further information: Conference
Secretariat, Convention Wise,
Mures Building,Victoria Dock,
Hobart Tas 7000.Phone:(03) 6234
1424. Fax: (03) 6231 5388. Email:
mail@conventionwise.com.au

13 July 2003
Putting Peace Into Practice
University of Melbourne
Psychologists for the Promotion
of World Peace (PPOWP), an
interest group of the Australian
Psychological Society is hosting a
one-day conference as a satellite
conference to the 150th Anniversary University of Melbourne’s
Flagship Conference “International Perspectives on Peace and
Reconciliation”.The predominant
focus of the conference is on
psychological and educational
aspects of understanding,
promoting and “doing”peace
Further information: Bronwen
Hewitt,Conference Management,
University of Melbourne, Old
Physics Building,Victoria, 3010.
Phone: (03) 8344 6389. Fax: (03)
8344 6122. Email: bhewitt@
unimelb.edu.au.

13–16 July 2003
Family Violence Research
Portsmouth, New Hampshire
The University of New Hampshire
Family Research Laboratory and
Crimes against Children Research
Centre are pleased to announce
the 8th International Family
Violence Research Conference.
Further information: Sarah
M. Giacomoni, Conference
Administrator, Family Research
Laboratory and Crimes against
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Children Research Centre,
University of New Hampshire,
126 Horton Social Science Centre,
Durham, NH 03824. Phone: (603)
862 0767. Fax: (603) 862 1122.
Email: sarahg@cisunix.unh.edu

20–23 July 2003
Child Abuse and Neglect
University of York, England
The theme of the British
Association for the Study and
Prevention of Child Abuse and
Neglect 5th National Conference is
“Child maltreatment: Strengthening the links between research,
policy and practice: How effectively does research influence
policy and enhance practice?”
Further information: BASPCAN
National Office, 10 Priory Street,
York,YO1 6EZ, UK. Phone: +44 (0)
1904 613605. Fax: +44 (0) 1904
642239. Email: congress@
baspcan.org.uk.Web: www.
baspcan.org.uk

21–24 July 2003
Divorce:Causes and Consequences
Beijing, China
The International Society of Family
Law is sponsoring a Regional
Conference in Beijing, China, the
theme of which is “Divorce –
causes and consequences”.
Further information: Professor
Lynn D.Wardle, 518 JRCB,
Brigham Young University,
Provo, UT 84602. Phone: (801)
422-2617; Fax 422-0391;
Email: lynn_wardle@byu.edu.
Web: www.law2.byu.edu/ISFL/

24–26 July 2003
Building Better Beginnings
Adelaide, SA
The Australian Association for
Infant Mental Health and the
Marce Society, in conjunction
with the Helen Mayo House, are
hosting the Building Better
Beginnings: Perinatal and Infant
Initiatives in Context conference.
The conference and workshops
will focus on making the earliest
connections – between parent
and infant, between parents,
between infants and professionals,
and between different cultural
approaches and perceptions.It will
be relevant to all people working
in the early intervention area.
Further information:The
Conference Organiser, PO Box
385,Malvern,Vic 3144.Phone:(03)
9509 7121. Fax: (03) 9509 7151.
Email: info@conorg.com.au.

21–22 August 2003
Forensic Disabilities Conference
Melbourne,Vic
The multifaceted needs of people
with a disability,who present with
victim and/or offender issues,
draw together a range of systems
designed to respond to the
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different issues arising from
complex life situations.The theme
of this conference is Forensic
disabilities: Services in the community – residential and outreach.
Further information: Forensic
Disabilities Conference,The
Conference Organiser, PO Box
385, Malvern,Vic 3144.
Email: info@conorg.com.au

28–30 August 2003
Family Empowerment
Veldhoven, Netherlands
It is suggested that to achieve
lasting impact on governmental
policy and societal practice we
must join together – across
professions, national boundaries
and oceans – in “Building a global
alliance for restorative practices
and family empowerment”. By
uniting a wide range of disciplines
and vocations, the Fourth
International Conference on
Conferencing, Circles and other
Restorative Practices seeks to
strengthen the potential for
meaningful change in modern
society.
Further information: International
Institute for Restorative Practices.
Web: www.restorativepractices.
org/

29–31 August 2003
Child Abuse and Neglect
Warsaw, Poland
The main theme of the 9th ISPCAN
Regional European Conference on
Child Abuse and Neglect, to be
held in Warsaw,Poland,is “Promoting interdisciplinary approaches
to child protection”.The conference will cover a wide range of
issues dealing with child abuse
and neglect, such as: Interdisciplinary procedures and practices;
Legal aspects of child protection; Prevention policies. Issues
focusing directly on children
include:Sexually abused children;
Street and abandoned children;
and Interviewing children.
Further information:Web: www.
ispcan2003.info/ispcan2003/_
index/index.php?lang=en

2–5 September 2003
Mental Health Services
Canberra, ACT
How far have we come in moving
beyond prose and promises
toward the delivery of high
quality, effective, evidence
based practices – practices that
contribute to a better quality
of life for everyone involved
in mental health services?
The Mental Health Services
Conference Inc. of Australia and
New Zealand invites you to reflect
on the gains and setbacks, and
offers you the opportunity to
present your vision of a new
reality that promotes the mental
health of every individual.

Further information: Mental
Health Services Conference,
PO Box 192, Balmain NSW 2041.
Phone: (02) 9926 6057. Fax: (02)
9926 7078. Email: enquiries@the
mhs.org.Web: www.themhs.org

2–5 September 2003
A Better Way to do Business
Sydney, NSW
This conference from the
National Alternative Dispute
Resolution Advisory Council will
focus on effective ways of
resolving business disputes.
Further information:Web: http://
law.gov.au/www/dispute
resolutionHome.nsf

11–13 September 2003
Youth Cultures in the 21st Century
Northampton, UK
The aim of the “Scenes, Subcultures and Tribes:Youth
Cultures in the 21st Century”
conference, organised by the
Youth Study Group of the British
Sociological Association, is to
address the cultural practices,
identities and formations of
young people at the beginning
of the 21st century in the light of
new theoretical and empirical
revelations about youth culture.
Further information:Web:
www.britsoc.co.uk/bsaweb.php?
link_id=47&area=item2

11–14 September 2003
Young People, Social Capital
and Empowerment
Glasgow
The University of Strathclyde is
hosting a conference titled
“Connections that Count:Young
People, Social Capital and
Empowerment”. Conference
themes include: Definitions and
dimensions of social capital;
Building social capital through
social networks; Creating trust
and social connectedness;
Family, peer group and the community;Youth participation;
Citizenship, community and
young people; Peer mentoring
and mediation; Self-help
networks and action groups;
Development and strengthening
of social networks.
Further information: Email
sarah.harper@strath.ac.uk and
type in your postal address.

11–14 September 2003
Trauma, Attachment and
Dissociation
Melbourne,Vic
This landmark international
conference on Trauma,
Attachment and Dissociation,
“Transforming Trauma”, is to be
hosted by the Delphi Centre in
collaboration with the Cannan
Institute.The conference aims
to unite diverse professional and
community groups committed
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to ethical, effective and compassionate services in the area of
trauma and abuse.
Further information: Naomi
Halpern or Susan Henry at
Email:info@delphicentre.com.au.
Web:www.delphicentre.com.au/

16–20 September 2003
Family Violence
San Diego, California
Conference co-hosts of the 8th
International Conference on
Family Violence are: the Family
Violence and Sexual Assault
Institute,San Diego;the Children’s
Institute International, Los
Angeles; and Alliant International University.The theme of
the conference is “Advocacy,
assessment, intervention,
research, prevention and policy”.
Further information: Lisa Conradi,
FV Conference 2003, FVSAI at
Alliant International University,
6160 Cornerstone Court East,
San Diego, CA 92121. Phone:
(858) 623 2777 ext. 427. Fax:
(858) 646-0761. Email: fvconf@
alliant.edu.Web: www.fvsai.org

17–19 September 2003
Out of Home Care
Canberra, ACT
The Child and Family Welfare
Association of Australia invites
participation in three days of
cutting edge debate and practice
exchange to explore the development of effective treatment
models for children and young
people in out of home care.With
the theme “When care is not
enough”,the practice symposium
will feature keynote addresses,
practice papers, extended workshops, showcase presentations
and hot topic debates.
Further information: CAFWAA,
Locked Bag 13, Haymarket NSW
1240. Fax: (02) 9281 8827.
Email: cafwaa@acwa.asn.au

18–19 September 2003
National Carers Conference
Canberra, ACT
Caring Matters:A National Debate
is a conference to raise national
debate on the strategic and policy matters that affect the lives
of Australia’s 2.3 million unpaid
family and other informal carers.
Further information: Carol
Sweetapple, Project Coordinator,
PO Box 73, Deakin West 2600.
Phone: (02) 6282 7886. Fax: (02)
6282 7885. Email: csweetapple@
carersaustralia.com.au.Web:
www.carersaustralia.com.au/
Carers_conference_2003.html

22–24 September 2003
Participatory Action Research
Pretoria, South Africa
Planned as a joint venture with
the 10th Congress on Participatory
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Action Research, the Action
Learning, Action Research and
Process Management 6th World
Conference has the theme of
“Learning Partners in Action”.
Sub-themes include Organisational learning and the future
of work; Participation in social
and community development;
Legislative and policy issues;
and Links and partnerships.
Further information : Dr Pieter du
Toit (Organising Committee),
Faculty of Education, University
of Pretoria, Pretoria 0002, South
Africa. Phone: +27 12 420 2817.
Fax: +27 12 420 3003.Web
(ALARPM): www.alarpm.
org.au/congbroch.html

23–26 September 2003
Youth and Generation
Murcia, Spain
Issues addressed at the Research
Network:Youth and Generation in
Europe and 6th Congress of the
European Sociological Association, will include: Redefinitions
of generational relationships
and new family patterns;Youth
in the uniting Europe: Emerging
identities;Towards a new youth
sociology; and Confronting the
challenges from transitional
societies and youth migrants.
Further information:Email:lagree@
ext.jussieu.fr/ or cdiaz@netcom.es

25–28 September 2003
Trauma and Survival
Fremantle,WA
Hosted by the Western Australian
Branch of the Australian and
New Zealand Association of
Psychiatry, Psychology and Law,
the 2003 conference will focus
on the theme of Psychological
Trauma and Survival. Presentations will concentrate on how
the research on psychological
trauma can be used to inform
legal practice and legislation.
Further information: The
Conference Organiser, PO Box
385,Malvern,Vic 3144.Phone:(03)
9509 7121. Fax: (03) 9509 7151.
Email: info@conorg.com.au.
Web: www.med.monash.edu/
psychmed/anzappl/

28 September – 1 October 2003
Public Health
Brisbane, Qld
“Essentials, Differentials and
Potentials in Health”is the title
of the 35th Public Health
Association of Australia Annual
Conference. Conference themes
include Social policy and social
determinants of health; Injury
and Indigenous health;Engaging
the community in health policy.
Further information:PHAA,PO Box
319, Curtin ACT 2605.Phone: (02)
6285 2373.Email:conference@pha
a.net.au.Web:www.phaa.net.au/co
nferences/frame_conferences.htm

28 September – 3 October 2003
Law and Mental Health
Sydney, NSW

College of Physicians Division of
Paediatrics and Child Health.

The 28th Congress of the
International Academy of Law and
Mental Health brings together
international practitioners and
scholars from many disciplines,
including law, psychiatry, psychology, the social sciences and
humanities.The theme is “Social
Justice within Diversity”.A PreConference on the topic of
“Medicine and industry: Changing paradigms for ethics, law,
and the health professions”will
take place on 28–29 September.
Further information: Capital
Conferences, PO Box 253,
Church Point NSW 2105. Phone:
+61 2 9999 6577.Telefax +61 2
9999 5733. Email: sydney2003@
ialmh.org.Web: www.ialmh.org/
Sydney2003/main.htm

1–3 October 2003
Controlling Crime
Sydney, NSW
The theme of the 2003 Annual
Conference of the Australian
and New Zealand Society of
Criminology will be “Controlling
crime: risks and responsibilities”.
Further information: NSW Bureau
of Crime Statistics and Research,
GPO Box 6, Sydney NSW 2001.
Phone: (02) 9231 9190. Fax: (02)
9231 9187. Email: anzsoc@agd.
nsw.gov.au.Web: www.lawlink.
nsw.gov.au/bocsar/anzsoc.nsf/p
ages/index

2–6 October 2003
Development through Diversity
Perth,WA
The 38th Australian Psychological
Society Conference Annual
Conference will include keynote
addresses by Professor James
Pennebaker of the University of
Texas on “Coping with personal
and cultural upheavals: what
September 11 has taught us”,
and Associate Professor Cheryl
de la Rey of the University of
Cape Town on “Turning the gaze
upon itself: psychology as a site
of social change in South Africa”.
Further information: Australian
Psychological Society, Level 11,
257 Collins Street, Melbourne
Vic 3000. Phone: (03) 8662 3300.
Fax: (03) 9663 6177.Web: www.
psychsociety.com.au/

9–11 October 2003
Strategies for Young Minds
Melbourne,Vic
Clinical issues will be the focus
of the “Strategies for Young
Minds: Emotions, Behaviour and
Development”conference,
hosted by the Royal Australian
and New Zealand College of Psychiatrists, Faculty of Child and
Adolescent Psychiatry, in association with the Royal Australasian

Further information: The Conference Organiser, PO Box 385,
Malvern,Victoria 3144.Phone:(03)
9509 7121. Fax: (03) 9509 7151.
Email: info@conorg.com.au.

7 November 2003
Elderly Suicide Prevention
Sydney, NSW
“What’s Resilience Got To Do
With It?”The concepts of mental
health promotion, resilience
building and health maintenance
in contributing to the prevention
of suicide and depression among
the elderly will be discussed
during the 3rd NSW Elderly
Suicide Prevention Network
conference presented in conjunction with Western Sydney
Area Mental Health Service.
Innovations and ideas surrounding the application of resilience
building concepts in respect to
the health of elderly people will
be the focus of pre-conference
workshops on 6 November.
Further information: Troy Speirs,
Conference Coordinator,Western
Sydney Area Health Service.
Phone: (02) 9840 4120. Fax: (02)
9840 3703. Email: espnconfer
ence@wsahs.nsw.gov.au

12–14 November 2003
Community Development
Port Macquarie, NSW
“What Money Can’t Buy:
Community development,
globalisation and the market
economy”is a conference hosted
by the New South Wales Local
Government Community Services
Association. It aims to explore
the emerging issues around
community development and
service provision and their interface with the market economy
and the effects of globalisation.
Issues of social action, the poor,
economic development, and
private and public sector partnerships will be examined, along
with the ethical dilemmas confronting the sector in this rapidly
changing environment.
Further information: Craig
Milburn,Hastings Council,PO Box
84 Port Macquarie 2444. Phone:
(02) 65 818 634. Fax: (02) 65 818
717. Email craigm@hastings.
nsw.gov.au.Web: www.hastings.
nsw.gov.au/FrontDesk/Comm
unityandCultural/Community

12–14 November 2003
Improving Child Welfare
Miami, Florida
The Walker Trieschman
National Centre for Professional
Development and the National
Council on Research in Child
Welfare announce the “Tools That
Work Conference:Improving Child
Welfare Services through Research,
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Performance Measurement, and
Information Technology”.
Further information: Naomi Rau.
Phone:617-769-4003.Email:nrau
@cwla.org.Web: www.cwla.org/
conferences/2003toolsrfp.htm

13–14 November 2003
Disabled children and emotional
abuse and neglect
Warwick University, UK
The emotional abuse and neglect of disabled children has not
received sufficient attention in
research or practice.The multiagency conference “I feel:I think”
– the experience of disabled
children who have been emotionally abused and neglected”,
aims to redress this exclusion by
drawing on research into attachment, resilience, self-esteem
and identity, and applying this
to disabled children.
Further information: The Conference Organiser, In-Trac Training
and Consultancy, PO Box 74,
Haslemere, Surrey GU27 2YP.
Phone/Fax: 01428 641425.
Email: info@in-trac.co.uk

17–22 November 2003
What is the Future of Marriage?
Vancouver, BC, Canada
In recognition of the changing
nature of marriage, the 65th
National Council on Family Relations Annual Conference will
address new research on the current status of marriage,the causes
of marital change,the likely future
of marriage,and the consequences
of marital change for the lives of
men, women and children.
Further information: National
Council on Family Relations,
3989 Central Ave. NE, Suite 550,
Minneapolis MN 55421.

24–26 November 2003
Housing Futures
Adelaide, SA
Australia will undergo considerable demographic and social
change in the next 10–20 years.
The Third National Housing
Conference will focus on options
for addressing housing needs in
the future. Conference hosts are
the South Australian Department
of Human Services and the
Australian Housing and Urban
Research Institute.
Further information: National
Housing Conference Secretariat,
Plevin and Associates Pty Ltd,
PO Box 54, Burnside SA 5066.
Phone: (08) 8379 8222. Fax: (08)
8379 8177.Email:events@plevin.
com.au Web: www.national
housingconference.org.au

24–27 November 2003
Child Abuse and Neglect
Sydney, NSW
The Ninth Australasian
Conference on Child Abuse and
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Neglect will be hosted by the
NSW Department of Community
Services.This special event brings
together people from across
Australia who work to strengthen
communities and families to
protect children and young people.The theme for 2003,“Many
Voices, Many Choices”, recognises
that child abuse and neglect is
of concern to a wide range of
people across society and that
there are many ways to address
child abuse and neglect issues.
Further information: Jeanette
Morgan, Conference Manager,
Department of Community
Services,New South Wales.Phone:
(02) 9209 6229. Fax: (02) 9209
6233. Email: eanette.morgan@
community.nsw.gov.au.Web:www.
community.nsw.gov.au/accan/

30 November – 3 December 2003
Family and Community Strengths
University of Newcastle, NSW
The Building a Truly Civil Society,
the 3rd Australian Family and
Community Strengths Conference, is about the successes and
challenges of applying different
forms of strengths perspective,
such as asset-based community
development, strengths-based
practice, narrative therapy,
appreciative inquiry and brief
solution-focused therapy.The
main themes of the conference
are: promoting strengths-based
leadership/ management;linking
schools, family and community;
working from a strengths perspective in a problem-focused
environment;exploring resilience;
and mobilising people and
community resources (practical
application).
Further information: Email family
strengths@pco.com.au. Internet
www.pco.com.au/familystrengths

8–12 December 2003
Population Ageing and Health
Canberra, ACT
The International Microsimulation
Conference on Population Ageing and Health,“Modelling Our
Future”, is organised by Professor
Ann Harding, the Director of
NATSEM,Australia,and Anil Gupta,
Director, Health Canada.The
primary focus is microsimulation
models and their applications,
but those using other modelling
approaches to examine these
issues are also very welcome.
Further information: Email: con
ference@natsem.canberra.edu.au

10–12 January 2004
Adolescent Health
Hong Kong
The 1st Asia-Pacific Regional
Adolescent Health Congress,“
Towards healthy adolescence:
Intersectoral collaboration”, will
cover themes such as Adolescent
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development; Health policy;
Depression and suicide; Family
and mental health;Youth at risk;
Youth service delivery.Submission
of abstracts : 30 June 2003.
Further information: School
of Nursing,The Hong Kong
Polytechnic University, Hung
Hom, Hong Kong SAR, China.
Fax: + (852) 2364 9663. Email:
hsahc@inet.polyu.edu.hk .Web:
http://nhs.polyu.edu.hk/ahc/

26–30 January 2004
Child and Family Maltreatment
San Diego, California
The 18th San Diego Conference
on Child and Family Maltreatment
will address the prevention,
investigation, diagnosis,
treatment and prosecution of
child and family maltreatment.
Further information: Chadwick
Centre, Children’s Hospital, San
Diego. Email: sdsconference@
chsd.org.Web: www.charity
advantage.com/chadwickcenter

11–14 March 2004
Research on Adolescence
Baltimore, Maryland
The Society for Research on
Adolescence, an international,
multi-disciplinary, non-profit
professional association whose
goal is to promote the understanding of adolescence through
research and dissemination, is
calling for papers from those
with an interest in adolescence,
whatever their discipline.
Deadline 25 June 2003.
Further information: SRA, 3131 S.
State St., Ste. 302, Ann Arbor, MI
48108-1623.Phone:734.998.6567
Fax: 734.998.9586. Email: socre
sadol@umich.edu Web: www.
s-r-a.org./index.html

23–27 March 2004
Child Abuse and Neglect in Africa
Enugu, Nigeria
Child Trafficking and Child Sexual
Abuse in Africa is the theme
of the 4th African Regional
Conference on Child Abuse and
Neglect in Africa, organised by
the International Society for the
Prevention of Child Abuse and
Neglect (ISPCAN) and the African
Network for the Prevention
and Protection Against Child
Abuse and Neglect (ANPPCAN)
Nigeria Chapter in collaboration
with ANPPCAN Regional
Office. Abstract deadline is
1 September 2003.
Further information: 4th African
Regional Conference on Child
Abuse and Neglect, P.O. Box
15515, University of Nigeria,
Enugu Campus. Phone: 234-42257923.Telefax: 234-42-450112,
557566. Email: childabuse@info
web.abs.net. peterebigbo@
infoweb.abs.net.

21–24 April 2004
Internet, Media and Mental
Health
Brisbane, Qld
First announcement about
the Internet, Media and Mental
Health International Conference.
Further information: Intermedia
Convention and Event Management, PO Box 1280, MILTON QLD
4064. Phone: (07) 3858 5437.
Fax: (07) 3858 5510.
Email: alishaf@im.com.au

13–14 May, 2004
National Respite Conference
Darwin, NT
The conference will reflect the
interests and issues of all
involved in respite – carers,
individuals, advocates, service
providers, policy makers and
academics. It will marry the
policy and practical with a
focus on the views and
interests of those who require
respite care.
Further information: Aged and
Community Services Australia.
Phone: (03) 9686 3460. Email:
agedcare@vicnet.net.au

11–15 July, 2004
ISSBD Meeting
Ghent, Belgium
The 2004 meeting of the
International Society for the
Study of Behavioural Development will be held in Ghent in
Belgium.
Further information: Department
of Developmental and Personality
Psychology, Ghent University,
Henri Dunantlaan 2, B-9000
Ghent Belgium. Fax: +32 (0)9
264686. Email: issbd@rug.ac.be.

21–24 July 2004
One World: Many Childhoods
Melbourne,Vic
One World: Many Childhoods –
Strengthening Early Childhood
International Links, is the title
of the XXIV World Congress
of The World Organisation
for Early Childhood Education.
This will be a unique opportunity to highlight OMEP’s
concern for early childhood
development across the world.
The Congress program will
provide opportunities to
explore issues such as children
in difficult circumstances,
innovation in service delivery,
indigenous children’s needs and
services and children’s health
and social services.
Further information: The Meeting
Planners, 91-97 Islington Street,
Collingwood,Vic 3066. Phone:
(03) 9417 0888. Fax: (03) 9417
0899. Email: omep@meeting
planners.com.au.Web: www.
omepaustralia.com.au/
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P U B L I C AT I O N S

Children in families

N E W

Contemporary research on the adjustment
of children growing up in “non-traditional”
family forms has raised questions about the
capacity of these families to provide for a
child’s interests. As the dominance of the
conventional nuclear family continues to
decline, Australian data about diversity within
families and between families, and the life
chances of children growing up in different
family structures, are needed.
This Research Paper describes a new Institute
study that aims to enhance understanding about
how family structure relates to the development

of children. It examines outcomes for children
in different family types and in relation to
factors internal and external to the family.
The relevant theoretical and empirical literature
and the policy context that together form the
background to the study, as well as the details
of the research approach, are described.
Family structure, child outcomes and
environmental mediators: An overview of
the Development in Diverse Families study, by
Sarah Wise, Research Paper No. 30, Australian
Institute of Family Studies, January 2003. 48
pages. Also available online.
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Social capital at work

N E W

In Australia, as in many other nations, there is
an emphasis upon paid work as a primary
means for achieving economic independence,
alleviating poverty, and avoiding welfare
dependency. Much of this attention focuses on
an individual’s skills and attributes, or upon
characteristics of the labour market.
A new Institute Research Paper extends these
analyses, by investigating the extent to which
an individual’s “stock”of social capital relates to
labour force outcomes, over and above more

well established determinants. In particular, it
examines how family and kinship networks,
friends and neighbours relate to individual
labour market outcomes, compared with the
role of civic ties and institutional networks.
Based on data collected from a national random
sample of 1500 Australians, the paper uses both
a network and typology approach to social
capital to investigate the relative impact of
trust, bonding, bridging and linking relationships on labour force status and successful job
search method. In so doing, it examines what

social capital adds to established understandings of labour market determinants
and job search. As well, the paper provides
one of the few accounts of how the various
dimensions and types of social capital
relate to each of these outcomes.
Social capital at work: How family, friends
and civic ties relate to labour market
outcomes, by Wendy Stone, Matthew Gray
and Jody Hughes, Research Paper No. 31,
Australian Institute of Family Studies, April
2003. 44 pages. Also available online.
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Family change and community life

N E W

Concern about community decline,a prominent
theme in the social capital literature, is often
based on the assumption that changes in family
life, such as the increased number of marriages
ending in separation and divorce,the growth of
lone-parent families, and the increased workforce participation of women, have led to
declining levels of social capital in communities.
Yet while the idea that family change is leading
to community decline features in the work of
influential social capital thinkers,the relationship
between family change and community life
has rarely been the focus of empirical scrutiny.
Using a national random sample of 1500
Australians from the Australian Institute of

Family Studies Families, Social Capital and
Citizenship survey (2001), this paper explores
whether there is a link between changes in
family life and community social capital, and
the nature of any such link.
The paper finds some support for the idea
that changes in family life relate to low levels
of community social capital. It also finds that
social capital within families does not always
translate into high levels of social capital in
communities; that family changes have some
positive spin offs for community social capital; and that factors other than family life are
also important for explaining aspects of
community life.

Family change and community life: Exploring
the links, by Jody Hughes and Wendy Stone,
Research Paper No. 32, Australian Institute of
Family Studies, April 2003. 52 pages. Also
available online.
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