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A N N S A N S O N
Acting Director’s report

We are also pleased to include two “opinion pieces” on
shared parenting. The starting point for Geoffrey Greene,
from the Shared Parenting Council of Australia, is that
every child has the right to experience the love and care of
both their mother and their father. While noting that the
vast majority of cases reach agreement without proceeding
to defended hearings, he cautions against assuming that
both parties are happy with the outcomes in these cases.
He argues that the original intent of the Family Law Act
was a rebuttable presumption of shared parenting, and that
we need to return to this position. 

In contrast, Elspeth McInnes and colleagues, members of
the Positive Shared Parenting Alliance, argue that this pre-
sumption is unrealistic, unnecessary and undermines
children’s best interests. They note the emotional, practical
and financial challenges of establishing and maintaining
cooperative parenting, along with the adaptations required
of children in these arrangements. They argue that the best
interests of the child require each case to be given unique
consideration, without any presumed model being imposed.

I am sure that readers will find much food for thought
and consideration in the four articles, as the public and
political debate over these complex issues continues.

Children’s wellbeing and other aspects of family life
Besides the focus on shared parenting, this edition of Fam-
ily Matters includes four other papers directly addressing
children’s wellbeing. 

Tess Ridge from the University of Bath, who visited the
Institute earlier this year, contributes a paper on her study
of children growing up in poverty in the United Kingdom.
Her study is marked by its child-centred approach in
which children themselves reveal the challenges they face
and their strategies for coping, including their attempts to
protect their parents from awareness of how poverty is
impacting on their life opportunities. 

Family transitions are an increasingly common experi-
ence for children. Using HILDA data to examine the number
of family transitions children experience over their first 18
years, Institute researchers David de Vaus and Matthew Gray
go beyond the usual “snapshots” of numbers of children in
different family types. They find that a substantial minority of
children have experienced a change in family structure (most
commonly parental separation) by the age of 18 years. Only
a small proportion has experienced more than one transition,
but research suggests this group may be particularly at risk. 

One of the most notable changes in family life has been
the increase in maternal employment outside the home. In
our Family Trends article for this issue, Institute researcher

t gives me pleasure to introduce this 65th issue
of Family Matters, which includes six papers by
Institute researchers, and three by external con-
tributors. While a range of topics is covered, a
number of papers address aspects of children’s

wellbeing and factors which can pose challenges to their
healthy development.

The debate on shared parenting
The Institute always tries to be in position to contribute to
debate and discussion on important current issues relating
to families in Australia. A topic that is currently high on the
policy and community radar is the debate about how par-
ents should share the care for their children post-separation.
The Australian Government is currently holding an inquiry
on this issue, specifically around the question of whether, for
cases which come before the Family Court, there should be
a rebuttable presumption that the parenting of children
should be shared equally by both parents. The Institute is
contributing a submission to this inquiry, in which we
review the available Australian and international research
on parenting arrangements post-separation. As noted in the
terms of reference for the inquiry, a central guiding principle
for consideration of these issues needs to be the best inter-
ests of the child (or children) involved.

I n this issue of Family Matters, we offer four contributions
to this debate. First, Institute researchers Bruce Smyth,

Catherine Caruana and Anna Ferro report on findings from a
qualitative study with a small group of parents who share the
care of their children equally. These parents reveal their
motivations for opting for shared parenting, its rewards, and
some of the complexities they face on a day-to-day basis in
making shared parenting work. This small-scale study has
helped inform a larger study, currently in the field, called
Caring for Children after Separation, in which separated
parents are being asked about their parenting arrangements,
the reasons for them, and their satisfaction with them.

Second, Lawrie Moloney, the Director of Counselling
and Psychological Health at La Trobe University, presents
an analysis of the implications of a rebuttable presumption
of shared parenting. He notes the historical shifts in atti-
tudes and judicial processes around parenting after
separation, including the impact of the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child, which emphasises
the need for a child-focused approach to family law cases.
He argues that a rebuttable presumption of a particular
structural solution (such as 50:50 care) is essentially adult-
focused and hence limits consideration of a child’s needs.

II
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In the last edition of Family Matters we included a short reader survey in order to gauge the use-
fulness of the journal to subscribers.  While we did not receive a large number of responses, the
feedback we did receive was overwhelmingly positive. Further work will be done in this area
including sending the survey directly to some subscribers with their subscription forms, and
sending a modified version of the survey to libraries, in order to determine the use and useful-
ness of the journal to their particular audiences. Please feel free to provide feedback about the
journal at any time, or go to Family Matters no. 64 and send back the survey on page 67.

FamilyMatters
READER SURVEYREADER SURVEY
FamilyMatters



Lixia Qu examines an issue which will resonate with many
parents: caring for children during school holidays. Again,
HILDA provides valuable data on the arrangements parents
put in place for their children. Unsurprisingly, more than half
the children received some non-parental care, with relatives
being relied on to a large extent, but many parents also
reported that children looked after themselves or were cared
for by siblings. Only a minority attended organised vacation
programs. These data lead us on to important questions for
future research: what children do during non-parental care,
how well this matches their developmental needs, and how
satisfactory the arrangements are to the parents, children
and carers.

The internet has impacted on children’s lives in many
ways, offering new opportunities for learning and enter-
tainment, but also worrisome new dangers. In particular,
the number of sites containing child pornography and
other violent and exploitative material is substantial, and
figures indicate that many children, either wittingly or
unwittingly, are exposed to these sites. Janet Stanley, from
the National Child Protection Clearinghouse at the Insti-
tute, reviews the literature on this issue, and argues that
the internet has created a new form of child exploitation
and abuse, a reality with which society needs to grapple.

Our Family Law column in this edition is written by
Matthew Osborne, the Director of Research at the Family
Law Council. He addresses another topical area of concern
regarding children: how well family law can deal with child
protection issues.

T hese child-focused papers are complemented by three
research papers on other aspects Australian family life. 

Christine Wood and John Davidson, from the Psychology
Department at the University of Tasmania, look at parents’
concerns about their children and the impact of Parent
Effectiveness Training in helping parents to deal with these
concerns more adaptively. 

Institute researchers, David de Vaus, Lixia Qu and Ruth
Weston, re-examine the apparent paradoxical finding from
earlier research that couples who live together before mar-
riage have less stable subsequent marriages than those
who marry at the outset. Again using HILDA data, they
show that this trend is now much weaker than in the past,
and virtually disappears if differences in the characteris-
tics of those who cohabit first and those who marry
directly are taken into account.

Drawing on the Institute’s Families, Social Capital and
Citizenship project, Institute researchers Jody Hughes and
Wendy Stone also address the changing patterns of family
life, examining the relationship between individuals’ con-
nections to community life and their family status.

Snapshot of Institute activities
The number of papers in this issue by Institute researchers
gives some sense of the high level of activity and productivity
within the Institute. 

As well its contribution to the House of Representatives
Standing Committee on Family and Community Affairs
Inquiry into Child Custody Arrangements in the Event of

Family Separation, the Institute has also contributed invited
submissions to other Australian Government Inquiries.
These are the Senate Standing Committee on Community
Affairs Inquiry into Institutional Care, and the National Audit
Office Preliminary Study of the Administration of the Family
Court of Australia and the Federal Magistrates Service.

I am also pleased to report that data collection is about to
start on the Fertility Decision-Making Project, which the
Institute is running in partnership with the Office of the Sta-
tus of Women. Growing Up in Australia has embarked on
the “dress rehearsal” for the first main wave of data collec-
tion, with the main wave due to commence in March 2004. 

Over the year, the Institute has continued to grow as a
result of our success in attracting major contracts. We have
been pleased to welcome new appointments to the Train-
ing and Support Team of the Stronger Families Learning
Exchange, as more and more projects come on line, and to
the Project Operations Team for Growing Up in Australia.

The Australian Centre for the Study of Sexual Assault,
funded by the Office of the Status of Women, is now fully
staffed with the appointment of the Study Coordinator and
two researchers. The Centre is preparing a website and its
first two publications are in press: Briefing Paper no.1,
titled “Issues of prevalence and disclosure: What lies
behind the hidden figure of sexual assault?”; and ACSSA
Newsletter no.1.

To balance all these “welcomes”, on 8 August 2003 we
also had one “farewell”: Wendy Stone worked on number of
projects over her eight years at the Institute, but most
recently managed the very successful Families, Social Cap-
ital and Citizenship project whose findings are having a
substantial impact on the field. She has now moved on to
take up the position of Assistant Research Director at the
Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute, where I
am confident she will continue to make her mark. We wish
her well and look forward to continuing contact. 

In terms of my own activities, in June I was fortunate to
visit a number of key researchers and organisations in the
UK, including the National Family and Parenting Institute,
the National Council for One-Parent Families, the Coram
Family (which runs a wide range of child and family support
programs), the government managers and researcher evalu-
ators of the nation-wide early intervention program Sure
Start, those implementing the Millennium Cohort Longitudi-
nal Study, and researchers involved in the Avon Longitudinal
Study of Parents and Children. I also visited researchers from
the Norwegian Mother and Child Cohort Longitudinal Study,
and attended a conference in Sweden with delegates from 16
countries at which a wide range of issues confronting chil-
dren were discussed from policy and practice perspectives. 

I hope all readers find something of interest and value in this
edition. For readers’ interest, I can let you know that the

next issue of Family Matters will focus on the ageing of the
population, another salient issue confronting Australian 
families and society.
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Using qualitative in-depth interviews to
explore the issues and concerns that low-
income children themselves identified as

meaningful, the study provides valuable insights into the
everyday challenges faced by children who are poor and dis-
advantaged. 

The article begins by looking at the rationale behind the
study and the value of conducting child-centred research
with children. It goes on to explore in depth some of the
findings from the study, concentrating on three main areas
of interest: children’s economic and material lives; school
and social relationships; and children’s self-reflections on
their lives and experiences. The article concludes with
some overarching themes that have emerged from the
study.

Child poverty in the UK
In 1997, the incoming government inherited one of the
poorest records of child poverty in the developed world
(Bradbury and Jäntti 2001). During the 1980s and 1990s,
UK children had borne the brunt of changes in economic
conditions, demographic structures and free market eco-
nomic policies. As a result there had been a  three-fold
increase in the numbers of children in poverty (Oppen-
heim and Harker 1996; Walker and Walker 1997). In 1998,
when Prime Minister Tony Blair made his historic pledge to
eradicate child poverty within 20 years, there were about

n the United Kingdom the Labour
government’s focus on eradicating
child poverty within the next 20
years has meant that the interests of children
and their families have become more central to

the policy agenda. The government’s intention has been to
address the issue of child poverty across a broad range of
policy areas including education, health and employment
(Cm 4445; Millar 2001). 

However, although the new policy focus on children is a
welcome development, the needs and concerns of low-
income children are not easily identified or met. We know
from previous studies in the UK that the outcomes of child-
hood poverty for children can be severe (Gregg et al. 1999;
Hobcraft 1998; Bradshaw 2001; Ermisch et al. 2001). Yet,
although there is a large body of quantitative research that
focuses on the outcomes of poverty for children when they
reach adulthood, we have considerably less understanding
of the impact that poverty can have in childhood itself. In
particular, the social, economic and relational repercus-
sions of poverty for children’s everyday lives and wellbeing
are poorly understood. 

This article reports the research findings from the 
Child-centred Approach to Childhood Poverty and Social
Exclusion Study (throughout this article abbreviated to the
Listening to Children study). This is a study of low-income
children in the UK (Ridge 2002) that attempted to address
some of these issues by engaging directly with children.

Developing a child-centred approach
to childhood poverty in the UK

A recent UK study looked at the impact of childhood

poverty and social exclusion on the lives of children –

from their own perspectives.

Listening to 
children
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A better understanding of poverty as a lived experience

in childhood is needed if policies aimed at eradicating

child poverty are to succeed.

4.5 million children (35 per cent of all children in the UK)
living below 50 per cent of mean household income after
housing costs (DSS 2000).

To fulfil their commitment to address child poverty, the
government undertook a radical program of welfare
reform. Policies directed at alleviating child poverty
focused in general on three main areas: support for chil-
dren, primarily through the education system; support for
parents, mainly directed at making work pay, child care
and parenting initiatives; and changes in fiscal support for
children and their families through the tax and benefit sys-
tem (Cm 4445). These policies have been welcomed, and
overall children and their families have benefited from a
greater transfer of resources to them and their increased
visibility within the policy process (Millar and Ridge 2002). 

However, many of the policies reflect adult concerns, and
the main policy thrust has been towards addressing adult
worklessness through welfare-to-work measures. The dan-
gers of social exclusion and poverty for children during
childhood have appeared less often on the policy agenda, and
when they have, the focus has invariably been on children as
“adults-to-be”, as future investments. As Prout (2000)
argues, the government has drawn heavily on poverty studies
that link childhood poverty with poor adult outcomes to
inform its child poverty strategies. The central focus of its
policies is “on the better adult lives that will, it is predicted,
emerge from reducing child poverty. It is not on the better
lives that children will lead as children” (Prout 2000: 305). 

Overall, there has been little acknowledgement that chil-
dren in poverty may experience very particular social needs
in their everyday lives which current welfare provision may
be doing little to remedy. Therefore, without a research
agenda that is open to understanding and acknowledging
children’s different perceptions and meanings, we run the
risk of overlooking or obscuring the very real and subjective
experience of what it is like to be poor as a child.

It is only relatively recently that researchers and policy
makers have sought the views and experiences of children
and young people across a range of policy areas. To engage in
research and consultation with children requires that chil-
dren be recognised as not merely adults-in-waiting, but
active social agents in their own right, with their own issues
and concerns (James et al. 1998). Equally, childhood has to
be valued as a social experience in and of itself, with its
own norms and customs, where the demands of participa-
tion and inclusion may be considerable – and likewise the
costs of exclusion (Ridge and Millar 2000). 

The Listening to Children study
In this study of child poverty, child-centred research meth-
ods were used which put children’s own meanings and
interests at the centre of the research process to gain an
insight into their lives and the issues that concern them.
Child-centred research practice requires an informed and
considered approach at every stage of the research process,
developing skill and sensitivity – not just in the practical
methodological techniques of establishing rapport, openness
and trust, but also in acknowledging and addressing ethical
considerations and issues of power and control (see Alderson
1995; Morrow and Richards 1996; Hogan and Gilligan 1998).

The Listening to Children study involved in-depth
interviews with a group of 40 children and young people
who were living in families in receipt of Income Support
(the lowest level of means-tested social assistance in the
UK). They were drawn from both urban and rural back-
grounds and were from two different family types:
lone-parent families; and couple families where there was
an adult or a child with a disability. Both of these family
types are likely to experience long durations of poverty and
reliance on low-income, means-tested benefits (DWP
2001). The children ranged in age from 10 to 17 years, with
the majority of the sample being aged between 10 and 15,
and over half the sample between 10 and 12 years. 

The impact of poverty can be felt across all areas of chil-
dren’s lives, affecting their mental and physical health, their
social relationships, and their perceptions of the opportuni-
ties and choices open to them. To examine some of these
issues, the study explored with children their economic and
material environments, their social relationships at home
and at school, and their own perceptions of how poverty had
affected their lives. The interviews were carried out within
children’s homes and were designed to be as child-centred as
possible. A flexible, unstructured interview schedule was
chosen which was open at all times to incorporating new

5Australian Institute of Family Studies Family Matters No.65 Winter 2003



Children and work
Although we know that a high percentage of children and
young people in the UK work, the situation of children on
a low income is less clear (Mizen et al. 2001). There is
some evidence that when children in poorer families do
work they may take on more jobs and work for longer
hours than their more affluent counterparts (Middleton et
al. 1997). In the Listening to Children study many of the
children who were not receiving pocket money were work-
ing at part-time jobs out of school hours and at weekends.
These included children both above and below the legal
age for child employment in the UK (13 years). 

In general, children in the study indicated that they were
motivated towards work by a need to share in the consumer
culture of their more affluent peers, and the social and cul-
tural demands of childhood were shown to be exerting very
heavy pressures on them. When children were working it
played an essential role in providing them with a measure of
autonomy and security. Money earned was used to partici-
pate with other children and young people, to share in social
events, and to save and purchase important signifiers of
childhood social status, such as clothes or “trainers”. Para-
doxically, work was also shown to have a negative impact on
children’s lives, through low pay, loss of time for social inter-
action, and tensions between work and the demands of
school, which had caused several children and young people
to leave their employment. 

The following quotes illustrate some of the tensions
inherent in children working. Kevin was below the legal
age of employment but he had found that work could
make a considerable difference to his life. 

“Before, I didn’t have much money and I couldn’t buy anything
that I wanted . . . Now I get £9 a week and I can buy what I want
with that basically, and if I want anything for my bike I’ve got to
save up for it.” (Kevin, 12 years)

Andy had been working since he was 14 years old and
using the money to pay for his needs at home and at
school. But he recognised that it is a complex juggling act
for him to achieve a balance between work, school and
friends, and he was afraid that he might be compromising
his schoolwork at a critical time.

“I work quite a few hours more than they advise and plus I know
people who don’t. If they want to go out they do their schoolwork
while I am working for money, and then they want to go out
when I’ve just finished working, which doesn’t give me much
time to do my schoolwork in.” (Andy, 16 years)

Many children showed great resourcefulness in accessing
work and attempting to alleviate their disadvantage. They
also showed considerable understanding for their family’s
financial situation. In some families, children’s wages were
playing an important role in sustaining their families’
economies, either by helping out directly with money, or by
freeing household money to meet other pressing demands
by contributing towards their own needs. However, although
children had access to their own resources through work,
these were rarely sufficient to sustain them in the increas-
ingly demanding consumer culture of their peers. 

Making and sustaining friendships and 
social networks
The development of friendships and wider social networks
play an important role in the development of children’s
human and social capital (James et al. 1998). In an

areas of interest and concern as they were identified by chil-
dren in the study. 

This article focuses first on children’s economic and mate-
rial environments, by looking at the issue of pocket money
and children’s employment. This is followed by an examina-
tion of children’s social relationships, with a particular focus
on their social lives at school. Finally, some reflections are
presented on children’s personal and family lives. 

Children’s access to pocket money as an
autonomous resource
Children experience the realities of their economic world
within their families, but they are also exposed to different
economic realities through interactions with their peers, and
through their engagement with the wider world and the
media. For children in low-income families, where financial
resources and material goods may be in short supply, access
to pocket money may play a very particular role in their
lives. We live in an economically sophisticated society where
children’s experience of managing their own pocket money is
now considered an essential part of developing economic
socialisation (Lewis et al. 1995). For most children in the UK,
pocket money is regularly forthcoming and something that
they take for granted in their lives. However, for the low-
income children in the study, opportunities for managing
money and developing a competent and confident approach
to spending and budgeting were severely constrained by their
families’ restricted economic circumstances. Only a quarter
of the children in the study were receiving any regular pocket
money, and the rest received little or nothing.

Those children who did receive pocket money used it as
a vital resource allowing them some small measure of eco-
nomic control within a tight economic environment.
Children receiving pocket money were using it not just for
sweets and treats but also to sustain their social lives, pay-
ing for bus fares, buying clothes, and securing essential
items for school. Grandparents, and in the case of children
in lone-parent households, their non-resident parents, pro-
vided possible alternative sources of irregular income. By
giving money on occasions they appeared to alleviate some
of the pressures between children and their parents, par-
ticularly when special events cropped up.

“Sometimes – like, if I haven’t got any money to go on a weekend,
I won’t ask Mum ‘cos I don’t want to ask her . . . But I’d, like, try and 
get some money somehow. I dunno, my Nan might give me some
money, a pound or something.” (Laura, 15 years)

Some children also did work around the home for money
although this was rarely forthcoming and clearly
mediated by their parent’s capacity to pay. 

“I help Mum around the house and she gives me a couple of pound now
and then,so it’s whatever she can afford,you know.”(Clarke,15 years) 

Children without regular pocket money experienced great
uncertainty about whether or not they would be able to gain
access to sufficient funds to go out with their friends and
share in their activities. For these children and young people,
paid work appeared to be a necessary objective, and it was
apparent that where pocket money was not forthcoming,
work was playing a major role in sustaining many children’s
financial needs. Children who were without pocket money or
work appeared to be particularly disadvantaged, having nei-
ther the small measure of freedom and social viability that
comes with pocket money, nor the capacity to access their
own autonomous resources from work. 
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increasingly complex and demanding social environment,
friendships and informal relationships can act as “social glue”,
and are increasingly recognised as powerful social assets play-
ing an important role in the development and maintenance of
social capital (Silva and Smart 1999; Pahl 2000). 

The importance of friendships for children lies not just
in the growth and development of social skills and social
identity, but also in learning to understand and accept oth-
ers. Children need to learn not just how to make friends
but also how to be a friend (Furnham 1989). Friendships
for children also create an entry-point into wider social
relationships; they play a role as a social asset – a source of
social capital – both in childhood and in the future. Con-
versely, difficulties in making and sustaining social
relationships can leave children vulnerable to social exclu-
sion (see Ridge and Millar 2000). 

The Listening to Children study provides an exploration
of the meaning and values of friendships for low-income
children, and gives some insight into the role of friendships
for children’s wellbeing and social integration. As previous
research has shown (Brannen et al. 2000), friendships can
have diverse meanings for children, and this was reflected

in the richness of children’s responses about why they val-
ued friendships. However, as well as the more obvious
reasons for children valuing friendships (for example, for
play and sociability), they also identified considerably
more complex reasons. Critically, children’s accounts
revealed that friendship had an important protective effect,
safeguarding children from isolation and bullying. 

Children like Jim showed a keen sense of the values of
maintaining secure friendships:

“If you don’t have any friends you won’t be able to go out and play
without being bullied.” (Jim, 10 years)  

Although children’s idealised notions of friendship involved
feeling happy, secure and supported, their social realities
were very different. Nearly half of the children in the study
talked about being bullied at some time. This had a marked
effect on how they felt about their schools and, in some
cases, about themselves. As well as the fears and realities of
experiencing bullying, many children reported experiencing
difficulties in making and sustaining their friendships.
Transport costs and participation costs all conspired to leave
children feeling on the periphery of many of the social and
leisure experiences that their peers in general took for
granted. Lack of affordable and accessible transport inter-
sected with the experience of restricted social space and
resources of children’s home environments to affect the
everyday reciprocity of friendships, and the exchange of lifts
and favours that make up much of children’s social lives. 

The following quote illustrates some of the frustrations
expressed by children who often felt trapped and bored in
their home environment:

“I would like to do more things with my friends, when they go out
down the town and that. But we can’t always afford it. So I got to
stay in and that, and just in here it’s just boring – I can’t do
anything.” (Mike, 12 years)

Making and sustaining friendships was an area where these
children clearly struggled particularly hard to maintain their
social status and stay connected with their peers. Simple
things that adults may not perceive as important often
inform children’s relationships, such as clothing expectations
and participation in shared leisure activities (Middleton et al.
1997; Miles 2000). Having the right clothes appeared to be a
critical signifier of belonging, and children indicated a high
degree of anxiety about maintaining their social status
against the perils of being seen as different or poor. 

“If you haven’t got the right clothes and all your friends have 
got all the nice clothes you feel left out like. Cos you think to
yourself ‘Oh they’ve got all the good clothes and they’ve got all
the money to buy them’ and that, and you feel left out . . .
I sometimes get really worried if, like, I’ve got all these 
old-fashioned clothes and I don’t like them and everyone else 
has fashionable ones.” (Sue, 11 years)

Given children’s evident fears of experiencing stigma and
difference associated with poverty and disadvantage the sig-
nificance of opportunities to develop and sustain strong and
supportive social networks assumes a particular salience. 

Children’s social lives at school 
School is a particularly important milieu for children aca-
demically but also socially. It is within the school
environment that children meet with a wider and more
diverse group of their peers than they would in their home
and neighbourhoods. The experience of meeting children
from different cultural and socio-economic backgrounds
enhances children’s capacity for developing wider social net-
works. Thus the value of school for developing social and
human capital should not be underestimated.

The UK government has shown a strong commitment to
improving literacy and numeracy standards, and reducing
the incidence of school exclusions and truancy of children at
school in the UK. However, welcome though these initiatives
are, they do not address many of the key issues and concerns
about school life identified by children in the study. 

Children’s accounts of their school lives indicated that
they were experiencing considerable disadvantage within
their schools, with many reporting feeling bullied, isolated
and left out at critical stages of their academic careers. The
costs of maintaining an adequate school profile and acquir-
ing appropriate materials for examinations and school
activities were described by many children as prohibitive.
Brad was in his final year at school and had struggled to
find an affordable project for his Design Technology GCSE
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Children’s fears of social detachment and social difference
were very real, and they were acutely sensitive to the dan-
gers of being excluded from the activities of their friends
and social groups. 

“You can’t do as much, and I don’t like my clothes and that.
So I don’t really get to do much or do stuff like my friends are
doing . . . I’m worried about what people will think of me, like they
think I am sad [pathetic] or something.” (Nicole, 13 years)

We leave the final word from the study with Lisa who was
reflecting on what she would change if she could. Here she
explains why she would like a bit more money in her life so
that she could go to the shops with her friends and feel
more confident.

“I would be able to get things myself. I don’t know, I feel like there
is something in me waiting to come out when I’ve got the money to
do it ...For instance,shopping.When I am trying on stuff,you know,
I can try it on and say I’m going to take this home.” (Lisa, 15 years)

Overarching themes that emerged from the study
Several key overarching themes emerged from the study
that help to enrich our understanding of children’s experi-
ences of poverty. Three of them – children’s protectiveness
of their parents, the active social agency of children, and the
importance of addressing children’s school exclusion – are
discussed below.

Children protect their parents 
We know from research in the UK that low-income parents
tend to strive to protect their children as far as they can from
the worst effects of poverty (Kempson et al. 1994; Middleton

et al. 1997; Goode et al. 1998). In particular, mothers, espe-
cially lone mothers, may go without items or activities to
provide things for their children (Middleton et al. 1997).
However, what is strikingly apparent from the Listening to
Children study is the way the urge to protect is reciprocal.

Children were also clearly struggling to protect their par-
ents from the realities of the social and emotional costs of
childhood poverty on their lives. This can take many forms
– self-denial of needs and wants, moderation of demands,
and self-exclusion from social activities and school trips
and activities. In some cases parents were aware of their
children’s strategies and reluctantly accepted them in the
face of severely constrained alternatives. In others, chil-
dren were regulating their needs more covertly. 

In the main it was girls who were most likely to express
concern and a desire to protect their parents, although
some boys in lone-mother families were also highly pro-
tective. In the case of girls, there must be concern that
they are learning the gendered patterns of self-denial that
are revealed in previous studies of low-income mothers
(Goode et al. 1998).

exam. He was acutely aware that other boys had been able
to spend more on their projects and he was afraid that he
would be disadvantaged in relation to the others when the
work was marked.

“Like, we are now doing this thing for my design technology
GCSE, and you’ve got to design something and make it. And
there’s people designing things that will cost them like £300, and
things like that. And mine cost £12.99 to build.” (Brad, 15 years)

A particular area of disadvantage identified by children was
participation in school trips. These are increasingly seen as
playing an important role in enhancing the school
curriculum, but over half of the children in the study were
unable to afford to go on school trips with any regularity.
Children like Bella felt excluded from the opportunities
that many of their peers were enjoying. 

“I wanted to go to Germany and it was about a hundred odd quid
and Mum goes ‘No’. It’s like we go on a ferry, coach, really posh
ferry, hotel, we get to meet friends there. And Mum she said ‘No’.
So I missed that . . . I always miss out on the school trips and
everything.” (Bella, 12 years) 

Of particular concern were children like Martin who were
clearly excluding themselves from school activities.
Disillusioned with the process, they did not take home
the letters asking for money for trips and other activities,
because they knew their parents would not be able to
afford them. 

“I don’t usually go on trips ‘cos they are expensive and that . . .
At our school they do loads of activities and they go to loads 
of different places . . . I don’t bother asking.” (Martin, 11 years)

Overall, children’s accounts of their school lives high-
lighted some fundamental inequalities that exist within
the UK school system, raising concerns about the degree of
social and academic parity and inclusion experienced by
children from low-income families.

Life at home with family and friends
In talking about their lives at home and in their communi-
ties, children highlighted their inner worries and their
fears of social difference and stigma. They reported feeling
that their experiences of poverty were affecting their self-
esteem, confidence and personal security. These are
difficult areas for children to reflect on as difficulties with
friendships and worries about social acceptance can be
particularly hard for children to articulate. However, chil-
dren were keenly aware of the impact of poverty on their
lives and on the lives of their parents. 

“I worry about my Mum and if she’s, like, unhappy and stuff 
like that. Sometimes I worry about if we haven’t got enough
money. I worry about that.” (Carrie, 15 years)
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Children are active social agents 
Our understanding and perceptions of poor children are often
ill informed and stereotyped. Whereas children’s lives are
very diverse and poor children are not a homogeneous group,
their experiences of poverty are mediated by many other fac-
tors including gender, ethnicity and age. Children in different
circumstances have their own experiences and concerns to
relate, and their own perceptions of how poverty has affected
their lives. 

However, it is clear from the findings that the children
in the study were active social agents; they were not pas-
sive victims of their poverty or their environment. They
engaged with their lives and their circumstances, develop-
ing ways and means of participating where and when they
could, and used alternative strategies of survival and social
involvement through work and play. 

At the same time they were also engaged in an intense
social and personal endeavour to maintain social accept-
ance and social inclusion within the accepted cultural
demands of childhood – a struggle that was defined and 
circumscribed by the material and social realities of their
lives. To truly understand the complex dynamics of poverty
on children’s lives and their capacity for self-realisation, 
we need to develop a greater understanding of children’s 
discourse and agency, and the meanings and interpretations
they give to their lives and experiences in the context of a
restricted social, material and structural environment. 

School exclusion 
Education is a key area of intervention in children’s 
lives, and statistical data provide the basis for much of that
intervention. The use of qualitative data gives us some
insight into what lies behind the statistical data and the 
outcome measures. Qualitative data can help to reveal 
how children who are poor might be experiencing school,
and provide an understanding of the social and relational
dynamics between low-income children and their t
eachers, and low-income children and their peers. It can
also help to provide an insight into how the structural 
and institutional practices of schools might impact upon
children’s welfare.

It was clear from the study that for these particular chil-
dren their schools were manifestly failing to provide them
with an inclusive and enriching social or academic environ-
ment within which to thrive. What children identified was
not exclusion from school but exclusion within school. 

Conclusions
Overall, the Listening to Children study found that
poverty and disadvantage permeated every aspect of chil-
dren’s lives, from the material and more quantifiable
aspects of their needs, to the social and emotional require-
ments so important for children, in childhood and beyond.
The study shows that it is possible to bring a child’s per-
spective to the analysis of childhood poverty and social
exclusion and gain valuable insights into children’s lives
and the issues that matter to them. 

An understanding of childhood poverty that is grounded
in the lives and experiences of children is an essential 
part of addressing the intractable nature of child poverty
and has the potential to add considerably to our capacity
for addressing social and structural inequalities within
childhood. This can occour not least through a more
informed awareness of the processes and factors that 
militate against low-income children as well as those 

that may serve to protect and support them. Without this
more holistic approach to understanding children’s lives,
policies directed towards the alleviation of child poverty
may run the risk of failing to respond adequately to those
children’s needs.
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in aggressive, antisocial and criminal behaviour. As
a group, such children have a greater chance of 
substance use in adulthood, especially in regard to
illicit substances. 

Children in separated families also have poorer
mental health in adolescence and adulthood, although
the differences are not large; and poorer family and
intimate relationships in adolescence and adulthood
and a greater chance of separation or divorce.

Overall, the overwhelming evidence is that where
family type has an impact, it is in the direction of 
children whose parents separate doing less well
than those in intact families. Pryor and Rodgers
(2001: 66) conclude that: “Children from separated
families typically have from one-and-a-half times to
double the risk of an adverse outcome compared to
children from intact original families.”

Why do transitions have an impact on children?
The single most important reason appears to be that
transitions can affect the quality of parenting and
parent–child relationships. Good parenting can
protect children from risks while poor parenting
can expose children to more of the risk factors that
lead to poorer child outcomes. Where transitions
negatively affect the quality of parenting and par-
ent–child relations, a child will be more prone to
poor outcomes (Pryor and Rodgers 2001).

Both before and after separation occurs, a child
may be exposed to high levels of family conflict,
which has well known negative implications for

hanges in family circumstances and living
arrangements are a normal part of life.
However, the increasing diversity of 
family forms and instability of relation-
ships means that children potentially face

many more family transitions across the course 
of their lives than in the past. This has led to con-
cern about the extent to which families provide
children with a stable environment in which to
grow up.

This article describes the extent to which Aus-
tralian children experience family disruption
caused by a change in their parents marital/rela-
tionship status, and estimates the extent to which
children live their childhood in particular living
arrangements – in intact families, lone-parent fam-
ilies, and step or blended families.

Why does it matter how much family disruption
children experience? In their review of Australian
and international studies that examine the impact of
changes in living arrangements on the wellbeing of
children, Pryor and Rodgers (2001: 222) conclude
that: “Children who have experienced transitions
not only show short- and medium-term distress but
are also at risk for long-term difficulties over many
domains of development and achievement.” 

There are many types of family transitions that
children can experience during childhood. One of
the most common is the transition following
parental separation. The evidence is that, as a group,
children in separated families have poorer social and
emotional behaviour during childhood than chil-
dren in intact families. However, these overall
differences are not large (see Pryor and Rodgers
2001 for a review of this literature). Similarly, as a
group, children whose parents have separated have
poorer educational and economic outcomes in
adulthood, and an increased probability of engaging
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child wellbeing (Amato 1993; Cummings and
Davies 1994; Amato and Booth 1997; Morrison and
Coiro 1999). Parents who separate may show high
levels of distress and have a higher rate of mental
disorders than parents who have not experienced
separation or divorce (Marks 1996; Simon 2002; de
Vaus 2002). Furthermore, the quality of parenting
is likely to be affected, as parents are distressed
during and after separation. 

In addition, when parents separate or repartner,
children may move to other neighbourhoods and
thus experience disruptions to friendships and
other relationships beyond the family (Hethering-
ton 1991; Hetherington and Clingempeel 1992).

Finally, family transitions are associated with
other factors that can affect child wellbeing. For
example, parental separation often leads to a reduc-
tion in family income, which in turn can have a
negative impact on the wellbeing of children
(Smyth and Weston 2000). Combined, these fac-
tors can make a child more vulnerable to risk
factors, which may reduce their wellbeing, both in
the short and longer term.

Research suggests that, of children who experi-
ence family breakdown, those who experience
multiple family transitions are at the greatest risk of

adverse outcomes. Compared to children from
intact families and from stable one-parent families,
children who experience multiple transitions are
the most at risk of poorer educational outcomes,
poorer relationships, and poorer behaviour (Pryor
and Rodgers 2001: 70). 

The effects of multiple transitions appear to be
cumulative because, among other things, they
weaken the child’s bonds with their community and
networks, which in turn weaken links to social
institutions (Peterson and Zill 1986; DeGarmo and
Forgatch 1999). 

Having pointed to ways in which family transi-
tions can lead to negative outcomes for children it is
important to emphasise that not all family transi-
tions are negative. When children move away from
a family in which parents are in high conflict, or in
situations in which they suffer abuse of one sort or
another, the transition is likely to have positive out-
comes. Furthermore, it should not be assumed that
transitions will have uniform effects on all children.
Children vary considerably and some are more
resilient, while others are more vulnerable to the
effects of family transitions. The message from the
research is simply that, on average, the negative
outcomes of transitions are more common than
positive outcomes.

To date, most of what we know about the extent
to which children experience changes in their par-
ents’ living arrangements has been inferred from
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family (normally out of an intact family). These
estimates typically ignore the disruptions due to
transitions into a new family. For the child who 
has settled down into a stable one-parent family 
the transition into a step or blended family could
conceivably be just as disruptive as the transition
out of either an intact or stepfamily. The increasing 
numbers of children born to lone mothers who 
subsequently partner, as well as those who re-part-
ner after a spell of lone parenting, all increase the
number of transitions experienced by children.

This paper explores family transitions experi-
enced by children at different stages of their
childhood. It examines three birth cohorts of 
children: children born between 1990 and 1995, 
to investigate the transitions of children up to the
age of five years; children born between 1984 and
1989, to investigate the transition of children up to
the age of 12 years; and children born between
1976 and 1983, to investigate the transitions of 
children up to 18 years of age. The analysis does 
not distinguish between parental relationships 
that end due to relationship breakdown, and those
that end due to the death of a parent.

The analysis focuses on six measures of experi-
ence of changes in living arrangements caused by
changes in parents’ marital/relationship status:

• the percentage of children who remain in an
intact family throughout their childhood; 

• the percentage of children who spend some time
living without at least one biological parent; 

• the percentage of children who spend some of
their childhood living with a lone mother; 

• the amount of time children live in particular
family types; 

• the number of living arrangements children
experience over their childhood; and 

• the typical duration of spells living in intact fam-
ilies and with a lone parent.

Data source
Ideally we would identify the number of transitions
children experience by using longitudinal data 
that has tracked each change in a child’s living
arrangements over a period of 18 years. Such 
information in not yet available in Australia
(although two major Australian longitudinal – 
studies, the Household, Income and Labour
Dynamics (HILDA) survey and the Growing Up 
in Australia study – should eventually yield this
information). 

Thus we have used data collected in the first
wave of the HILDA survey conducted in 2001.

static, cross-sectional data (single point in time
data). That is, we can tell how many children, at
any given time, are living in a lone-parent family or
in an intact family or a stepfamily. But these figures
tell us nothing about the past living arrangements of
those children. Furthermore, little of what we know
is based on Australian studies. Two studies being
undertaken at the Australian Institute of Family
Studies – the Growing Up in Australia study,
funded by the Australian Government Department
of Family and Community Services, and the Chil-
dren and Family Life study, will both provide sorely
needed Australian data on these matters.

Recognising that living arrangements 
are dynamic
In this paper the approach to the question of chil-
dren’s living arrangements takes account of the
dynamic nature of family living arrangements, rather
than measuring living arrangements using single
point in time, static measures. The approach is 
similar to that employed by Andersson (2002) in
studying similar issues in 15 European countries and

the United States. In looking at the living arrange-
ments of children across the first 18 years of their
lives, we can see for how much of their childhood
children live in an intact family, a lone-parent family,
or a stepfamily, and how many transitions they are
likely to experience in their childhood years.

The dynamic nature of family living arrange-
ments and diverse family forms mean that divorce
figures do not tell us how many children have dis-
rupted childhoods caused by changes in their
parents’ marital/relationship status. Divorce figures
indicate that in each year since the early 1990s
approximately 50,000 children under the age of 18
have experienced parental divorce. However, the
increased percentage of couples who cohabit rather
than marry means that this figure will underesti-
mate the number of children experiencing parental
separations. 

MacDonald (1995) estimated that in 1995
approximately 18 per cent of children would have
experienced parental divorce by the age of 18 years.
However, we can reasonably expect that by 2003
the percentage of children experiencing parental
separations will be considerably higher than this. 
It is increasingly common for couples to have chil-
dren in a cohabiting relationship. Divorce statistics
do not include children who experience family tran-
sitions when cohabiting parents break up.

Furthermore, estimates of the number of chil-
dren experiencing family transitions tend to focus
on the number of transitions out of a particular 
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Adults were asked about their fertility and relation-
ship histories (that is, retrospective questions). 

The histories enabled us to estimate, for each
child, the type of family into which they were born
and to identify family type changes of their mother
(divorce, separation, re-partnering) for up to the
next 18 years (for more detail see de Vaus and Gray,
forthcoming).

The HILDA data were collected from a nationally
representative sample of 7,682 households across
Australia. The study sought to collect information
from all household members aged 15 years and
older and resulted in a final sample of almost 14,000
people. Detailed discussions of the HILDA survey
can be found in Watson and Wooden (2002) and
Weston and Wooden (2002). The present study
analyses data from 2,660 mothers and 5,470 chil-
dren. The sample size is such that the estimates
provided below are highly reliable (see de Vaus and
Gray, forthcoming). All estimates are weighted to
provide population estimates. Some limitations to
the data should be noted. 

First, we have had to assume that children 
continue to live with their mother after birth. This
assumption will be valid except for the small num-
ber of cases in which children live with their father
after parents separate, or in which children move
into some form of non-parental care. 

Second, although we know the year of birth of
children, and the year of relationship changes of the
mother, we do not know the month in which a cou-
ple started living together (except for the current or
most recent marriage and cohabiting relationships)
and therefore do not know the duration of relation-
ships that began and ended within the same
calendar year. However, there are very few such
relationships in this sample (less than 0.1 per cent
of relationships involving children). A further impli-
cation of not knowing the month in which
relationships began and ended is that in cases
where one relationship ended in a year and the next
relationship started in the same calendar year, any
very short spells in a single parent family between
these relationships will not be identified. The num-
ber of such cases is 1.1 per cent in this sample.

Third, we have had to assume that children live
until at least age 18 years. While this will not be true
for a very small number of children, there is no rea-
son to believe that this assumption will distort our
results. 

Fourth, the analysis relies on retrospective
reports and is thus subject to errors of memory or
bias. However, for such significant events as the
birth of a child or the end of a significant relation-
ship we believe that memory should not create
significant problems. 

Fifth, the survey did not collect any information
on cohabiting relationships that lasted for less than
three months. 

Sixth, information was only collected on the start
and end date (if relevant) of up two cohabiting 
relationships, which did not end in marriage. This
limitation results in incomplete relationship histories
for less than 4 per cent of children. This will result in
a slight under-estimate of the number of family tran-
sitions experienced by Australian children. 

Finally, the study cannot indicate anything 
about the actual outcomes of these transitions for
children. The Growing Up In Australia study will
provide this information in due course. 

Survival of parental relationships
Most children are born into a family consisting of
both their biological parents – termed “intact fami-
lies” in this paper. The latest figures from the
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS 2002) indicate
that 69 per cent of children are born to married
couples, and estimates based on Australian Insti-
tute of Health and Welfare perinatal statistics
(AIHW 2003) indicate that an additional 18 per
cent are born to cohabiting couples. 

Figure 1 reports the survival of these intact fam-
ilies as children grow up. It indicates, for three birth
cohorts, the percentage of such children who are
still living in their intact family at different points
throughout their childhood.

The black solid line in this figure shows the 
percentage of children born in 1976-1983 who con-
tinued to live in an intact family up to the age of 18
years. Of this cohort, 91.5 per cent were still living
with both their birth parents by the time they were
five years old, and 81.2 per cent were still with both
their parents by the time they turned 12 years. By
the time they turned 18 years, 73.4 per cent of chil-
dren who were born into an intact family were still
living in that family – their parents had remained
together for the whole 18 years.

The solid brown line with dots shows the per-
centage of children born between 1983 and 1989
who continued to live in an intact family up to the
age of 12 years. The proportion of the 1984-1989
cohort living in an intact family by the age of 12
years was almost identical to that for the 1976-1983
cohort. This means that the rates of survival of
intact families remained stable for children born
between 1979-1983 and those born between 1984
and 1989.

The cohort of children born into an intact family
between 1990 and 1995 are slightly more likely to
have experienced the breakdown of their parents’
relationship by five years of age (shown in Figure 1
by the broken brown line). By the time this most
recent cohort reached five years, 89.6 per cent were
still living in their original intact family. This is
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most recent cohort of 12-year-olds had a biological
parent living elsewhere. Almost 7 per cent of this is
due to being born to a lone mother, but the remain-
ing 18 per cent is due to parents separating by the
time children turn 12 years.

By the time children reach 18 years of age –
about the end of secondary schooling – 30.2 per
cent of the most recent cohort of 18-year-olds have
a natural parent living elsewhere. Not surprisingly,
most of this (25 percentage points) is due to the
breakdown of parental relationships sometime after
the child is born.

Living with a lone mother
In most cases, children who have a natural parent
living elsewhere spend at least some time living
with a lone mother. It appears that very few chil-
dren go straight from living with their two natural
parents to living in a step or blended family. Where
they do eventually live in a step or blended family it
appears that this is usually preceded by a period liv-
ing with a lone mother.

Table 2 shows that for the most recent cohort of
18-year-olds, 27 per cent had lived, at least for some
time, with a lone mother. Some of these lived with
her when they were born (4.9 per cent) while the
remaining 22 per cent spent at least one spell living
with a lone mother during their childhood. How-
ever, this does not mean that 27 per cent of
18-year-olds were living with a lone mother at age
15 – just that they had done so at some point.

Among the most recent cohort of preschoolers,
15.5 per cent had spent some time living with a
lone mother by the time they were five years old –
an increase from the two previous cohorts of five-
year-olds.

Time spent in different family types
Another way of thinking about the living arrange-
ments of children is to consider the total pooled
time of a cohort of children that is spent in a par-
ticular family type. This approach is used by
Andersson (2002) in estimating the living arrange-
ments of children in 16 countries.

Table 3 reports the percentage of total or pooled
time that a cohort spent in a particular family type.
For example, the figure 86.6 per cent (top left hand
cell) indicates that if the total lived time of all the
five-year-olds from the 1990-1995 cohort was
added together then 86.6 per cent of all this time
would have been spent living with both natural par-
ents in the same household. While these figures do
not tell us about individual children they do provide
a good idea of what is happening in different groups
of children.

The table shows that the most recent group of
12-year-olds spent 84.0 per cent of their total time
living in an intact family while the most recent
cohort of 18-year-olds spent 82.1 per cent of their
first 18 years living in an intact family.

The same table shows the total amount of time
each cohort lived in a stepfamily. Up to the age of five,
2.7 per cent of the time of the most recent cohort of
five-year-olds was spent in a stepfamily – the balance

slightly lower than the 92.7 per cent figure for the
previous birth cohorts.

Living without one biological parent
The figures reported above are restricted to chil-
dren who were born into intact families. According
to the HILDA data, for the period 1990-1995,
approximately 92 per cent of children were born to
a family that included both their natural parents,
and 8.1 per cent1 were born to a lone mother. This,
together with parental relationship breakdown or
parental death, means that a proportion of children
will spend at least part of their childhood living
without at least one of their biological parents.

Table 1 reports the percentage of children from
the three birth cohorts who have lived without one of
their natural parents by various points throughout
childhood. The first column indicates the percentage
where one of their biological parents lived elsewhere
when the child was born. These figures represent
births to lone mothers. In this sample 8.1 per cent of
children born during 1990-1995 were born to a lone
mother – a substantial increase over the 4.9 per cent
of children born in the 1976-1983 birth cohort that
followed the 1975 Family Law Act.

Of the most recently born group of children, 17.6
per cent had spent some time living without one of
their biological parents by the time they were five
years old. This percentage consists of the 8.1 per
cent who were born to a lone mother and a further
9.5 per cent whose parents separated while the
child was still a preschooler.

The proportions of preschoolers living without
one natural parent are higher for the most recent
birth cohort than for preschoolers from the 1976-
1983 and 1984-1989 birth cohorts. In these two
earlier cohorts, 13 per cent of preschoolers had a
natural parent living elsewhere. The increase in liv-
ing without a natural parent in the most recent
birth cohort is due both to more children being
born to a lone mother and to more intact families
breaking up.

By the time children reach the age of 12 – the
end of their primary school years – a quarter of the
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Cumulative percent ever living with a lone mother, 
by age of child

Cumulative per cent ever living without at least one birth
parent, by age of child

Table 1

Source: HILDA 2001

At birth Age 5 Age 12 Age 18
Birth cohort % % % %

1976-1983 4.9 13.0 22.8 30.2
1984-1989 6.5 13.3 24.4
1990-1995 8.1 17.6

Table 2

Source: HILDA 2001

At birth Age 5 Age 12 Age 18
Birth cohort % % % %

1976-1983 4.9 11.4 20.0 26.8
1984-1989 6.5 12.4 21.3
1990-1995 8.1 15.5



being spent in either an intact family or a lone-mother
family. Not surprisingly, 18-year-olds were more likely
than five-year-olds or 12-year-olds to have spent some
time in a stepfamily. But even so, by the time children
reached 18 only 8.2 per cent of the total time of the
cohort had been spent in a stepfamily.

By the time the 1976-1983 birth cohort had
reached 18 years of age, on average 9.7 per cent of
their first 18 years had been spent in a lone-mother
family. Although, as we have already seen, 27 per cent
of 18-year-olds lived in a lone-mother family at some
point, just 9.7 per cent of the lifetime of this cohort
was lived in a lone-mother family. Very little of the
time of the most recent cohort of 18-year-olds was
spent living exclusively in a lone-parent household.

Number of living arrangements experienced
Multiple transitions have been shown to be espe-
cially linked to poor outcomes for children (Pryor
and Rodgers 2001). However, there are few data at
the national level to indicate how common it is for
children to experience multiple transitions. 

Table 4 reports the number of living arrange-
ments that children experience by specific ages 
in their childhood. By definition, all children have
at least one living arrangement. Those who have
had just one living arrangement will have had no
transitions or family type disruptions. Those who
have had two living arrangements will have had one
transition. Those with three family living arrange-
ments will have experienced two family transitions,
and so on.

The large majority of children experience no
family transitions throughout their childhood. For
example, of the 1976-1983 birth cohort 70.8 per
cent lived in the same family type for their whole
childhood (first 18 years of life) and most of these
lived in an intact family for all that time.

While multiple transitions, on average, elevate
the risk of poor child outcomes more than single or
no transitions, it is important to keep in perspective
the frequency with which children experience mul-
tiple transitions. Of those who experience any
transitions it is more likely that they will experi-
ence a single transition than multiple changes in
family living arrangements. Among the youngest
cohort of five-year-olds, 10.2 per cent had had one
transition. Of 12-year-olds, 14.2 per cent had had a
single transition. Of 18-year-olds, 18.3 per cent of
had experienced a single transition.

Overall, only a relatively small proportion of chil-
dren experience more than one family type
transition throughout their childhood. Of five-year-
olds, 1.5 per cent had experienced multiple
transitions (mainly parents break up, a period with
a lone mother followed by the mother repartner-
ing). Of 18-year-olds, 13 per cent had experienced
multiple transitions.

How long does each living arrangement last?
The research evidence suggests that for children the
transition period between two family types is the
most stressful period, and is associated most with
poorer parenting, poorer parent–child relationships
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Per cent of time spent in different family typesTable 3

Source: HILDA 2001

Time with Time in With lone mother Time with lone mother after 
both parents stepfamily from birth relationship breakdown

Birth cohort % % % %
Up to age 5 (born 1990-1995) 86.6 2.7 7.0 3.7
Up to age 12 (born1984-1989) 84.0 5.7 4.1 6.3
Up to age 18 (born 1976-1983) 82.1 8.2 2.0 7.7

Average duration of episodes in different family typesTable 5

Source: HILDA 2001

Duration Number of  Duration Number of 
Birth cohort (years) children (years) children
By age 5 (born 1990-1995) 4.8 1755 3.3 286
By age 12 (born 1984-1989) 10.5 1677 5.5 384
By age 18 (born 1976-1983) 15.4 1865 6.2 528

Partnered Single mother family

Number of living arrangements experiencedTable 4

Source: HILDA 2001

By age 5 By age 12 By age 18 
Number of living 1990-1995 birth cohort 1984-1989 birth cohort 1976-1983 birth cohort
arrangements % % %
1 living arrangement 88.3 78.2 70.8
2 living arrangements 10.2 14.2 16.3
3 or more living arrangements 1.5 7.6 12.9
Number of children 1763 1689



Lone-mother families
While lone-mother families are a minority family
type they have become an increasingly significant
family type in recent years.
• Of all children born between 1990 and 1995, 8.1

per cent were born to a lone mother.
• Of all children born between 1976 and 1983, 9.7

per cent of their first 18 years was spent in a
lone-mother family.

• Of all children born between 1984 and 1989, 10
per cent of their first 12 years of life was spent in
a lone mother family.

• Of all children born between 1990-95, 10.7 per
cent of their first five years was spent in a lone-
mother family.

• By the age of 18 years, 27 per cent of the 1976-
1983 birth cohort (the most recent cohort of
18-year-olds) had spent at least one spell living in
a lone-mother household. Of the 1984-1989 birth
cohort (the most recent cohort of 12-year-olds), 21
per cent had spent some time in a lone-mother
family. Of the most recent cohort of five-year-olds
(1990-1995 birth cohort), 15.5 per cent had spent
at least one spell in a lone-mother family.

• The bulk of children under the age of five who have
lived in a lone-mother family were born into a
lone-mother family. However, by the time children
reach 18 years of age the bulk of lone-mother fam-
ilies have been formed by relationship breakdown
rather than by original lone-mother households
enduring for 18 years.

• The average duration of a child’s spell in a 
lone-mother household is just over six years
(considering spells living in a lone-mother
household over the first 18 years of life).

Stepfamilies
The third family form considered in this paper is
the stepfamily. Stepfamilies can be formed immedi-
ately following the breakdown of an intact family or
following a period of lone parenting.
• Of all children born between 1976 and 1983, 

8.2 per cent of the first 18 years of their life was
spent in a stepfamily.

• Of all children born between 1984 and 1989, 
5.7 per cent of the first 12 years of their life was
spent in a stepfamily.

• Of all children born between 1990 and 1995, 
2.7 per cent of the first five years of life was spent
in a stepfamily.

• While younger children are more likely to spend
time in a lone-mother family than in a stepfam-
ily, the amount of time spent in lone-mother 
and stepfamilies is fairly similar by the time 
children reach 18 years of age (8.2 per cent of
time in stepfamily compared with 9.7 per cent in
lone-mother family).

To what extent do children experience family transitions?
• Most children experience no family transitions

by the age of five years. 
• Although more children have experienced a 

family transition by the age of 12 years, the pro-
portion who has experienced just one transition
is still relatively small, and only eight per cent
have experienced two or more transitions.

and adjustments on a range of fronts. It is therefore
useful to know how long children typically live in
particular family arrangements.

Of 18-year-olds who had lived with two parents
(including step-parents) the average duration of each
spell with two parents was 15.4 years. For 12-year-
olds the average duration of each spell with partnered
parents was 10.5 years. For preschoolers the average
duration of each spell with two parents was 4.8 years.
The gap between the spell duration and the age of the
child reflects the effect of periods of lone parenting
and/or periods in another couple family.

The duration of each spell in a lone-mother family
is much shorter than spells in couple families. For
preschoolers who have lived in a lone-mother family
the average duration of the spell with a lone mother
was 3.3 years. For 12-year-olds the average lone-
mother spell was 5.5 years. Among 18-year-olds the
average lone-parent spell was 6.2 years.

The shorter duration of lone-mother spells is 
due to two factors. First, most children do not 
begin their life in a lone-mother family which then
shortens the average duration of any subsequent
spell in a lone-mother household. Second, many
lone mothers eventually repartner thus ending the
lone parenting spell. 

Summary
This paper has explored two key questions: How
much time do children spend in specific family
types? To what extent do children experience 
family transitions? 

It has adopted a methodology that has enabled esti-
mates to take into account the dynamic nature of
family experiences throughout childhood and to avoid
estimates based on the particular family type which
children live in at any particular point of time. The
analysis has also included transitions into and out of
families where parents are cohabiting – transitions
that are missed if we rely just on divorce statistics. 

The main findings of this study are summarised
below.

How much time do children spend in specific family types?

Intact families
• Of all children born between 1976 and 1983, the

majority of their first 18 years of life was spent in
an intact family (average of 82 per cent).

• Of all children born between 1984 and 1989, the
majority of their first 12 years of life was spent in
an intact family (average of 84 per cent).

• Of all children born between 1990 and 1995,
most of these first five years were spent in an
intact family (average of 87 per cent).

• In 1990-1995, 92 per cent of children were born
into an intact family.

• Of all children from the 1976-1983 birth cohort
who were born into an intact family, 92 per cent of
parents were still together by the time the child was
five years old; 81 per cent by the time they reached
12 years of age, and 73 per cent were still together
by the time the children were 18 years old.

• Of all children from the 1976-1983 birth cohort,
70 per cent were in an intact couple family by
the time they were 18 years.
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• By the age of 18 years, 16 per cent have experi-
enced only one transition and 13 per cent have
experienced two or more transitions.

Conclusions 
Overall, this research indicates that the large
majority of children spend most of their childhood
in an intact family. Relatively few experience multi-
ple transitions. It is important to stress these points
as some of the more alarmist pronouncements
about the state of the contemporary family would
have us believe that very few children survive to
adulthood in an intact family.

Furthermore, even for those who experience a
change of family type in childhood the typical 
experience is of just one change. The number who
experience multiple family changes is relatively
small.

However, this does not mean that the experi-
ences of those who go through family type
transitions in their childhood can be relegated to
the category of “too few to worry about”. While

majority children in lone-parent families and step-
families manage very well indeed, we must not
ignore the research that shows that children who
face family disruptions, and multiple disruptions in 
particular, are at a somewhat elevated risk of poor
outcomes in at least some parts of their lives. 

One task of policy is to support families so that
children do not experience unnecessary family
transitions or those that could be avoided. How-
ever, there is no reason to expect that current levels
of family transitions of children will decline in the
foreseeable future. The challenge is to identify ways
of assisting children and their parents in managing
these transitions as well as possible and in ways
that minimise the risk of negative outcomes. 

The two Institute studies – Children and Family
Life (in the short term) and Growing Up in Aus-
tralia (in the longer term) – will provide data that
will be invaluable for this policy development.

Endnote
1. This is slightly lower than the 11.4 per cent estimated by the

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW 2003).
Differences in estimates are likely to be due to the different
years used in the estimates and to a small undercount in our
analysis due our inability to identify mothers that separated in
the same year as the child was born.
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(applying to around 62 per cent of chil-
dren in this age group), although the

proportion using formal care increased from 6 per
cent to 13 per cent between 1987 and 2002. Thus,
in 2002, 62 per cent to 66 per cent of pre-school
and primary school aged children regularly experi-
enced some form of non-parental care.

A great deal of attention has focused on the use of
non-parental care and its impact on pre-school age
children (Boss, Edwards and Pitman 1995; Bowes et
al. 2003; Ochiltree 1994). This is understandable,
given children’s strong dependency needs during
their early years. However, children’s need for some
forms of care, including age-appropriate guidance
and monitoring, continues as they move from
dependency towards autonomy (Ambert 1997).
While child care information is collected for school-
aged children (aged 5–11) in the ABS child care
surveys, information on child care arrangements
for school holiday periods is typically not collected
in these surveys. 

Depending on their work schedules, parents with
school-aged children may need to organise non-
parental care during school term (before and/or after
school hours) and during the school holidays. School
holidays may be particularly problematic, given that
they may represent a break from routine care
arrangements and a time when, by definition, super-
vision arrangements for the entire day are left up to
parents. In each state or territory in Australia, school

T he rise in the participation of mothers
in paid work over the last few decades

represents one of the most significant social
changes of modern times (for details see Gray, Qu,
Renda and de Vaus 2003). For example, the propor-
tion of couple mothers in paid work increased from
42 per cent in 1983 to 63 per cent in 2002, while
the proportion of sole mothers in paid work
increased from 32 per cent to 48 per cent during 
the same period. Although mothers are more likely
to be in part-time than full-time employment, 
full-time employment rates for mothers (most par-
ticularly for mothers with partners) have increased
(Gray et al. 2003). Mothers are particularly likely to
return to paid work when their youngest child has
reached primary school age. 

Arrangements set in place for caring for children
represent a central feature of family life that is 
particularly affected by mothers’ employment.
According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics
(ABS), the proportion of children under the age 
of five years who regularly spent some of their 
time in non-parental care (either work-related 
or otherwise) increased from 60 per cent in 1987 
to 66 per cent in 2002 (ABS 1997 and 2002), with
the increase in the use of formal types of care 
being particularly marked (from 29 per cent of all
children under five in 1987 to 45 per cent in 2002). 

In contrast, the use of regular non-parental care has
remained fairly steady for children aged 5–11 years

The need for non-parental child care is an obvious and central outcome of the increased workforce participation
of mothers. Given that school-age children generally have considerably longer holidays than their parents, many
parents may confront difficulties in organising supervision for their children for large slices of time during the
year. How do they handle this problem? 

Minding the children 
during school holidays

L i x i a  Q u

F A M I L Y  T R E N D S

The question on work-related child care arrangements during school holidays was directed to a member of the
household who had primary responsibility for child care arrangements. The HILDA dataset identifies the different
forms of arrangements that families chose for at least one child (a “family-level” perspective). 

In this article, if a family had two or more school-aged children under 15 years old, it was assumed that all such 
children in a family received the same arrangements. Thus, where there were two school-aged child under 15, each
arrangement used was doubled – and so on in the case of more such children. In this way, the proportions of 
children receiving different forms of care were inferred (a “child-level” perspective). The overall pattern of results
derived when this child-level perspective was adopted was similar to that derived from the original “family-level” 
perspective.

ANALYTIC APPROACH



holiday periods (that is, outside the school terms)
amount to around 11–12 weeks per year, yet most
workplaces provide four weeks of paid leave per year. 

Couple parents who are dual earners may organise
parental care for up to eight weeks if each parent
takes annual leave during different school holiday
periods, but unless parents take other forms of
leave (including unpaid leave or sick leave), the
family would never enjoy a holiday together and
there would still be three to four weeks each year
when neither parent would be on holiday with their
children. Sole-parent families with little contact
with the non-resident parent would be in an even
more difficult position. 

How then do parents manage school holiday peri-
ods when they are working? What arrangements do
they make while they are working? 

Data from the first wave (in 2001) of the House-
hold, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia
(HILDA) Survey were used to examine these
issues. (For a brief description of this survey, see de
Vaus and Gray elsewhere in this issue of Family
Matters.) 

Non-parental child care arrangements
This article focuses on the different non-parental
care arrangements received by school-aged chil-
dren under 15 years when their parents were
working. (See accompanying boxed inset for the
analytic approach.) Particular attention is paid to
sole parents who were working full-time or part-
time (44 per cent and 56 per cent respectively),

and to couple families in which both parents were
working full-time or in which one or both parents
were working part-time (35 per cent and 65 per
cent respectively). 

Only 3 per cent of children came to their parents’
workplaces for some of the school holidays. More
than half the children received non-parental care
(53 per cent). Of these, 61 per cent had one 
care arrangement, 29 per cent had two arrange-
ments, and 10 per cent had three or more
arrangements. Table 1 shows that children from
sole-parent families were more likely than those
from couple families to experience non-parental
care arrangements (73 per cent and 50 per cent
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Arrangements set in place for caring for children represent a central feature of family life that is 
particularly affected by mothers’ employment.

Types of non-parental care used by school-aged children
when parents were working by family type *

Table 1

* The sum of percentages can be more than 100 per cent due to multiple uses.
Source: HILDA survey 2001

Children in Children in All 
couple sole-parent children 

families families 
Type of care (%) (%) (%)

Relative 22.6 36.6 24.6
Child looks after self 16.8 15.2 16.6
Vacation care program 10.2 19.3 11.5
Brother or sister 10.7 8.6 10.4
Friend or neighbour 8.0 10.7 8.4
Family day care or sitter or nanny 3.3 7.9 4.0
Any non-parental care use 49.5 73.1 52.9
Number of children 1705 288 1993



Types of non-parental care used by children during the school
holiday periods by parents’ work arrangement and family type*

Formal vacation care, which is particularly
designed for school-aged children during holiday
periods, was used for 10 per cent of children. In
most cases (64 per cent), vacation care was 
not school-based. Children in sole-parent families
were more likely to use vacation care for some 
of the school holiday periods than children in 
couple families (19 per cent and 10 per cent respec-
tively). Other forms of care (care by a friend 
or neighbour, use of family day care, or a sitter 
or nanny) were experienced by only 12 per cent of
children. 

Care arrangement by family type and parents’
work arrangements

Not surprisingly, children were more likely to
receive non-parental care when each parent in cou-
ple families or the sole parent worked full-time
(Table 2). However, non-parental care under these
circumstances was more commonly experienced 
by children in sole-parent families than those 
in couple families (82 per cent compared with 
55 per cent). 

Children in sole-parent families were more likely
than all other groups to be in the care of relatives
during the school holidays (31–43 per cent com-
pared with 22–23 per cent). This was particularly
the case when the sole parent worked full-time 
(43 per cent).

Consistent with prior research by de Vaus and Mill-
ward (1997), children who looked after themselves
were more likely to have both parents working full-
time or a sole parent working full-time (20 to 21 per
cent), than to have at least one parent in part-time
work (15 per cent in couple families and only 11 per
cent in sole-parent families). 

As mentioned earlier, children in couple families
were less likely to participate in organised vacation
care programs than those in sole-parent families
(7–15 per cent compared with 19–20 per cent). For
the latter group, this experience did not vary
according to whether the sole parent worked full-
time or part-time. However, of children in couple
families, the experience of vacation care was less
common where one or both parents worked part-
time than where both parents worked full-time.

In general, other forms of non-parental care were
less commonly experienced regardless of whether
the parents worked full or part-time.

Summary

The move away from the male breadwinner and
female home-maker model of family life, along with
the increase in sole-parent families, has resulted in
considerable change in the care arrangements
experienced by pre-school and school-age children. 

Mothers are particularly likely to return to work
when their youngest child reaches school age, and
some of the issues concerning care arrangements
for school-age children differ from those for pre-
school children. If sole parents or both parents in
couple families are working full-time, then their

respectively). However, multiple non-parental 
care arrangements did not appear to be associated
with family type, or whether parents were working
full-time or part-time. 

The opportunity to work from home would typi-
cally enable parents to be available for their
children during school holidays. This opportunity
applied to a quarter of sole-parent families and to at
least one parent in half the couple families. Thus,
children whose parents could work from home were
less likely to receive non-parental care than other
children (43 per cent compared with 63 per cent).
In addition, children with self-employed parents
(80 per cent of whom could work from home) were
less likely than those with parents who were
employees to receive non-parental care  (42 per
cent compared with 58 per cent). 

Care by relatives formed the most common non-
parental care arrangement used when parents were
working – a situation that was especially common
for children in sole-parent families (37 per cent
compared with 23 per cent of those in couple fami-
lies). Although the relationship between the child
and relative was not ascertained, it is likely that
grandparents were a key source of relative care. 

The next most common non-parental care arrange-
ment was self-care. Around 17 per cent of children
apparently looked after themselves at least some 
of the time. While 10 per cent were cared for by 
a brother or sister for at least some of the time, for
76 per cent of this group, the siblings were 15 years
or older. 

The distinction between self-care and care by sib-
lings was not clear-cut, given that there may have
been two or more children in the family seen by
parents as “looking after themselves”. It appears
that self-care applied to 17 per cent of children and
14 per cent of families. Of children who were
apparently looking after themselves for at least
some of the holidays, 95 per cent had one or more
sibling who was at least ten years old. In other
words, very few children appeared to spend some of
their holidays “home alone”.  
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Table 2

* The sum of percentages can be more than 100 per cent due to multiple uses.
Source: HILDA survey 2001

Children in Children in 
couple families sole-parent families

Both One or both Full-time Part-time
full-time part-time

Type of care (%) (%) (%) (%)

Relative 23.1 22.4 43.4 31.1
Child looks after self 21.3 14.6 20.2 11.2
Vacation care program 15.0 7.3 18.6 19.9
Brother/sister 9.5 11.6 7.8 9.3
Friend or neighbour 6.6 8.9 8.5 12.4
Family care/sitter/nanny 2.7 3.7 9.3 6.8
Any non-parental care use 54.9 46.5 81.9 65.8
Number of children 588 1099 129 161



daily work hours will be longer than the school
hours of their children, and some parents may 
also work on weekends. Furthermore, even for 
dual-earner couple families, the combined annual
leave of each parent will fall short of the combined
school holiday periods. However, information on
child care arrangements of school-aged children 
for school holidays periods is not usually collected
in ABS surveys. 

This article examines worked-related non-parental
care arrangements made for school-age children
under 15 years old during school holidays. More
than half of all children whose parents were in paid
work received some form of non-parental care for at
least some of this time.

Relatives represented an important source of care
during school holidays, especially for children in
sole parent-families (and most particularly when
the resident parent was working full-time). 

Not surprisingly, children were more likely to be
seen as “looking after themselves” for some school
holidays if their parents were working full-time
rather than part-time, but this situation appeared
often to involve the presence of siblings. That is,
children who were deemed by parents to be “look-
ing after themselves” mostly had a sibling to play
with at home. They also tended to be at least ten
years old. 

Nevertheless, such arrangements highlight the 
mismatch between annual leave for parents and
holidays for school children and in many cases may
reflect inadequate access to suitable and affordable
non-parental sources of care. Children’s experi-
ences of considerable time in self-care may also be
a source of justifiable worry for parents. Some of 
the children were described as being in the care of
siblings rather than “looking after themselves”.
Under these circumstances, the sibling was most
commonly aged 15 years or older. 

Children in sole-parent families were more likely
than other children to use organised vacation care
programs, and the use of such programs was rela-
tively uncommon for children in couple families
where one or both parents worked part-time. Other
forms of care tended to be less common.

While this article provides a snapshot of children’s
experiences of care during their school holidays,
important questions remain unanswered: What 
do children do when they are in these different 
care arrangements? What impact do care arrange-
ments have on children’s development and
wellbeing, and on family relationships more
broadly? The HILDA survey and another major
Australian longitudinal study, Growing Up in Aus-
tralia, will provide relevant data on these issues in
the coming years. 

While much attention has understandably been
paid to the impact of the amount and quality of
non-parental care for pre-school age children, far
less attention has been given to appropriate forms
of care for school children of different ages during

the school holidays. The level of guidance and
supervision that best meets their needs will vary
according to a complex of factors including their
temperament and maturity – but the arrangements
set in place may have less to do with these issues
than with what is available.
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internet expands, increasing numbers of children
are being exposed to content via the internet, which
has already been judged to be inappropriate for chil-
dren in other media outlets, such as television and
film.  In addition, through their use of the internet,
children are being involved in activities considered
to be abusive in other contexts, such as sexual
exploitation. Work at the National Child Protection
Clearinghouse at the Australian Institute of Family
Studies has highlighted the seriousness and extent
of these problems (Stanley 2001). 

t is said that children in the United States
spend more time with electronic media
than they spend in any other activity,
except sleep (Anderson 2003). There is a
long history of research on the impact on

children of watching violence on television and film,
which reveals an association between exposure to
dramatic violence and violent behaviour in children.
In contrast, there has been very little research on
the impact of the internet on children. This is
despite the fact that as the availability and use of the
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While there have been some moves to protect
children from aspects of the internet, the issue of
child exploitation through the internet has not
entered the mainstream discourse in the field of
child abuse and neglect. Rather, child protection in
relation to this medium is seen as a matter which
largely needs to be addressed by parents and chil-
dren themselves, guided by advice from the
government and other organisations. 

In this paper it is argued that, as with other forms
of child maltreatment, the Australian community
has a responsibility to protect children from
exploitation through the internet, especially those
children whose parents are unable or unwilling to
protect them.

Child abuse and neglect
Child abuse and neglect has been present (although
often not recognised as such) throughout history.
The concept of child abuse and neglect is a con-
structed notion created from beliefs and values
about children, and shaped by politics, economics,
cultural attitudes and knowledge. Thus, society’s
understanding of, and position on, child abuse and
neglect are not only dependent on “scientific”
knowledge but also on other contextual factors.

In the last 40 years, knowledge and understand-
ing of child abuse and neglect has evolved. Various
forms of maltreatment have been successively 
“discovered”, such that it is now common to view
child abuse as falling within the categories of 
physical, sexual and emotional or psychological
child abuse, and neglect. Other categories of abuse
have been proposed but they have not become rou-
tinely accepted in mainstream literature and
practice. Child abuse is still largely written about,
and responded to, within western countries. How-
ever, even within western countries, what is
perceived as child abuse and neglect is often narrow
and selective. 

According to Gil (1975: 347), child abuse and
neglect should be viewed as: “any act of commis-
sion or omission by individuals, institutions, or
society as a whole, and any conditions resulting
from such acts or inaction, which deprive children
of equal rights and liberties, and/or interfere with
their optimal development.” Despite this early and
valuable perspective, child abuse and neglect is still
almost exclusively viewed as particular instances 
of unacceptable interaction between a parent or
child carer, and a child. The processes of respond-
ing to abuse and neglect are moulded to fit in 
with this individualistic philosophy and have been
built into bureaucratic, judicial and legislative 
systems. Because of this it is very hard for the 
child protection system to respond and adapt to
new and changing developments. Despite the fact
that the internet has been used fairly widely in Aus-
tralia for at least a decade, and that it has extensive
penetration at points readily accessible by children
(via home, schools, public libraries and internet
cafes), its potential as a form of child abuse has
been largely overlooked.

Child abuse and the internet
The internet is a medium that facilitates access and
communication between people, which is direct
and private. While this new medium has consider-
able benefits, the downside is that, unlike most
other information and communication sources
available to children, the internet is largely uncen-
sored and only partially regulated. Children live
mainly in an environment where most information
is filtered by parents, carers and teachers, where
television and film content is regulated to some
extent, and where a person has to be 18 years of age
or over to access “adult” content and venues.

Despite the development of some measures
aimed at preventing children’s access to inappro-
priate material on the internet, such as filtering
software and the production of guidelines for inter-
net use, these processes have not been particularly
effective (Flood and Hamilton 2003a). Children are
still accessing unsuitable and highly offensive sites
and are being exploited and abused on the internet,
both directly and indirectly (Finkelhor, Mitchell
and Wolak 2000). 

Exposure to inappropriate material
Children may be exposed to inappropriate material
on the internet, such as sexual and violent material
and pornography featuring both adults and chil-
dren. It would seem that the internet has promoted
the pornography industry as it probably provides
the largest collection of pornography currently
available, including sexual chat channels, pictures
and text (Holmes and Holmes 2002). A recent press
release from the Australian Minister for Justice and
Customs reports that about 85 per cent of child
pornography seized in Australia is distributed via
the internet (Ellison 2003).

Australian research, which sampled 200 chil-
dren, found that 38 per cent of boys and two per
cent of girls aged 16 and 17 years deliberately use
the Internet to see sexually explicit material (Flood
and Hamilton 2003a). They also found that 84 per
cent of surveyed boys and 60 per cent of girls had
unwanted exposure to sexual material (Flood and
Hamilton 2003b). As the authors note, the discrep-
ancy between desired and undesired exposure,
particularly for girls (two per cent desired and 60
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The Australian Bureau of Statistics published
information on internet use by adults in November
2000. It was reported that in the previous 12 months,
half of the adults in Australia had accessed the
internet. Internet use decreased with increasing age,
with 74 per cent of the youngest group measured in
this survey (18–25 year olds) using the internet (ABS
2000). While it is unclear how many children use the
internet, it is likely to be high and increasing, fostered
by increased home ownership of PCs, increasing
access through outlets such as internet cafes, and the
promotion of computer use through schools.

INTERNET USE IN AUSTRALIA



internet allows potential offenders into a child’s envi-
ronment which is usually perceived as being safe –
home, schools, libraries and friends’ houses – thus
providing mixed messages and ambiguity about real-
ity for children.

The aim of the offender may be to engage in cyber-
sex or virtual sexual activity with the child, and/or
persuade the child to meet with the offender.
Research from the United States (Finkelhor, Mitchell
and Wolak 2000) has found that 19 per cent of 10–17
year olds who regularly use the internet have experi-
enced an unwanted sexual solicitation or approach
in the previous year. Research from Scotland has
shown that 49 per cent of children who use the web
have taken part in a sexually explicit conversation
with another person in a chat room (Ward 2003).
Based on the figures from the United States study, it
is possible that over 50,000 Australian children are
approached annually for sexual purposes.

per cent undesired), is of considerable concern, as
it would appear that exposure is difficult to avoid.

A study from the United States on children aged
between 10 and 17 years placed the level of unde-
sired exposure much lower than this, at 25 per cent
(Mitchell, Finkelhor and Wolak 2003). However, this
figure could at least partially be explained by the
inclusion of younger children in the American study,
who are less likely to undertake independent explor-
ing on the internet (Mitchell, Finkelhor and Wolak
2003). Of additional concern is the fact that many
children (for example, 43 per cent of those in the
United States study) do not report this exposure.

The Australian research which explored the
exposure of teenage children to both X-rated videos
and sex sites on the internet, found the internet
pornographic content involved much more violent,
extreme, and deviant behaviour than was found in
videos (Hamilton 2003). In addition, the internet
presented sex as “divorced from intimacy, loving
affection, and human connection”, it commodified,
subjugated and degraded the role of women and
showed non-consensual sexual assaults (Flood and
Hamilton 2003b).

According to Mitchell, Finkelhor and Wolak
(2003: 334), no research has been undertaken on
the longer-term impact of exposure to pornography
on children under 14 years. They also report that
the long-term impact of this exposure – whether it
causes “psychological, moral, or developmental
harm to children” – is not known. Research that has
been undertaken on pornography use has been
entirely on desired and anticipated exposure.  How-
ever, Australian research concludes that, in relation
to one aspect of this problem, evidence of the asso-
ciation between adult use of certain pornography
and sexual aggression provides grounds for “serious
concern” where children are exposed to this mate-
rial (Flood and Hamilton 2003a: xi). 

The small amount of research on the shorter-
term response of children to offensive material
suggests that some children are being severely
affected. About a quarter of the children in the
American study (24 per cent) reported being “very
or extremely upset by the exposure”, with younger
children experiencing the most distress (Mitchell,
Finkelhor and Wolak 2003: 346).

Sexual exploitation
Interactive communication on the internet, such as
chat rooms, offer child sexual offenders additional
means of accessing children. This technology pro-
vides a means by which children can be groomed or
prepared for sexual use, in a context where the child
is usually alone and therefore susceptible to influ-
ence and persuasion by the offender. An offender
uses misinformation and deception, often misrepre-
senting him/herself as a child or a friend. Offenders
may include threats and techniques such as blaming
the child for the illicit interaction, or the use of
behaviour suggestive of positive interaction (such as
attentive and apparently caring behaviour), thus
making it difficult for even parents to identify inap-
propriateness (Smallbone and Wortley 2001). The
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The internet provides a means for other forms of
exploitation and abuse of children. Children may be
exposed to inappropriate material other than
pornography, such as the recent proliferation of
suicide sites on the internet, estimated at over
100,000, many of which encourage suicidal behaviour
(Ellison 2003). Other offensive sites include those
promoting illicit drug use, anorexic behaviour and
weapon manufacture.

OTHER INTERNET RISKS TO CHILDREN

The use of children in child pornography
The internet provides an additional medium to exist-
ing venues for the distribution of child pornography.
It is difficult to make definitive statements about
whether the child pornography industry is growing.
However, it is certainly more visible and the nature of
the internet, which provides ease of access and stor-
age, secrecy and anonymity, suggests that there is
likely to be an increase in use of pornography.

It would appear that some offenders collect child
pornography pictures, and often text, for their private
use only (Taylor and Quayle 2003). Time is spent
sorting and classifying the pictures, sometimes to the
point where the behaviour becomes addictive (Taylor
and Quayle 2003). However, others use child pornog-
raphy to facilitate the seduction of new victims, for
sexual arousal and to feed sexual fantasies. Commer-
cial opportunists have entered the market for child
pornography and charge for the provision of material
and access to pornographic sites. An item on BBC
News (2003) reported the recent arrest of a man who
had sold over 250,000 downloads to people in 60
countries, which to date has resulted in 1,600 arrests
in Great Britain.

Whatever the end use, the production of child
pornography usually requires a child to be sexually
abused, either through actual events or the use of
morphing or digitally altering photographs. There
has been little research on who the children used
for pornography are. One unpublished study found



the children were more likely to be from homes
with high discord, often where there was child and
drug abuse (Holmes and Holmes 2002). It has also
been found that children who have experienced
neglect are more likely to be used in the production
of child pornography (Collings 1995, reported in
Taylor and Quayle 2003).

Illegal and/or abusive activities 
in relation to children
The internet features of accessibility, privacy and
low cost serve to encourage some offences. For
example, child pornography is often used by offend-
ers to groom children by “normalising” sexual
activity with children and breaking down inhibi-
tions, or to blackmail a child into desired behaviour
by threatening to expose their use of pornography
(Lanning 2001). Indeed, the saturation of the inter-
net with such material may serve to “normalise”
this behaviour and probably makes it easier to
objectify children as sexual artefacts. Pornography
is also thought to reinforce a person’s sexual attrac-
tion to children (Taylor and Quayle 2003).

While the small amount of research that is avail-
able as yet provides no clear answers, there are
suggestions that an increase in exposure to child
pornography stimulates some people to move from
viewing child pornography to engaging in the sexual
exploitation of children (Taylor and Quayle 2003).
In a study of 150 paedophiles, slightly more than
one in three reported using child pornographic
materials shortly before committing a sexual
offence (Wheeler 1996, reported by Holmes and
Holmes 2002).

There are some suggestions that the internet may
encourage people who were previously not offenders
to engage in sexual offending (Stanley 2001). While
the child sexual offender is almost always profiled as
a mature-aged male, findings from research in the
United States report that child sexual offenders who
use the internet appear to have a different profile
(Finkelhor, Mitchell and Wolak 2000). In this study
nearly half of the offenders were under 18 years of
age with few over 25 years, about one-third being
female. While this needs to be verified with further
research, it has been reported that Australian ado-
lescents are becoming increasingly involved in
e-crime in general (Etter 2002).

Provision and promotion of information that 
may be child abusive
The internet provides information, and often opin-
ions, on a vast array of topics, including the
promotion of activities which may be viewed as
abusive of children. For example, while many web-
sites are opposed to the physical punishment of
children, it is possible to find others which argue for
the use of physical punishment, many of which
present information in the context of academic or
religious authority. 

Other sites are maintained by proponents for 
sexual relations with children, such as the 
group NAMBLA, the North American Man/Boy Love

Association. The content of this site “justifies, ratio-
nalises and normalises” members’ behaviours
through newsletters, brochures and booklets, claim-
ing the child will be a willing and active participant in
a sexual event (Taylor and Quayle 2003: 66).

Virtual communities
The establishment of virtual communities, or a
fairly stable network of likeminded people, offers a
supportive environment to pursue and promote a
particular interest. Internet child pornography
communities have been established where child
pornography is both validated and justified. Status
in this community is achieved through the extent of
a person’s collection of pornographic material and
the ability to contribute new material. Such groups

provide empowerment to the paedophile, a person
often marginalised in society, while at the same
time allowing him to remain anonymous (Taylor
and Quayle 2003). 

The effect of this may be to influence “personal
beliefs about efficacy and control that serve to
heighten disinhibition” in the offline world (Taylor
and Quayle 2003: 78). Put another way, the inter-
net allows child sexual offenders to function more
easily as it provides an environment where conven-
tional means of access to children, and the need for
social skills, are broken down. 

Which children experience abuse?
While the subject of the type of children who experi-
ence abuse is severely under-researched, there are
suggestions that children who have already been vic-
timised are more likely than other children to be
re-victimised, both as a child and later in life. For
example, prior victimisation – that is, sexual or phys-
ical assault, or witnessing assault of a family member
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increase in jail terms of up to ten years for the pos-
session and distribution of internet child pornography
(Ellison 2003). 

However, it would appear that, in general, meas-
ures to protect children from abuse through the
internet are proving to be less than adequate. Reg-
ulation of pornography on the internet is reported
to be “manifestly failing” (Flood and Hamilton
2003b). The internet filtering software, NetNanny,
recommended by all three of Australia’s largest
Internet providers, has been found to be ineffec-
tive, failing to block sites 38 per cent of the time
(Farouque 2003). Telstra is reported as saying that
home use of the software is as low as one per cent of
their customers (Farouque 2003).

Much of the prevention response presently in
place relies on parental supervision. However, these
measures have been found to be of “marginal utility”
in a major study from the United States (Mitchell,
Finkelhor and Wolak 2003: 354). Responsibility 
for protection has been given to parents rather than
to the broader community, and indeed, the internet
industry itself (Hamilton 2003). Indeed, at times vic-
tim blaming is still present, and children are given
the responsibility of protecting themselves. An
example of this can be seen on the website, “Kids in
Cyberspace: A Guide for Parents and Teachers”
(2003), which states that: “No one can harm your
child through the internet unless your child opens
the door, makes elementary safety errors, or is too
naïve and trusting of strangers.”

One might ask why should a child not be “naïve”
and “trusting”, and not make “elementary safety
errors”? It would seem that a great deal is expected
even of children who live “normal”, happy and well-
supported lives. What chance then for vulnerable
children, particularly those who have already been
victimised, to be able to look after themselves?

The sexual offender usually sets out to deceive
and trick the child, seducing the child with atten-
tion, and gradually lowering the child’s inhibitions,
often using pornography (Lanning 2001). This then
leads to one of the “most destructive impacts”,
which is “the silent conspiracy into which they feel
bound by the offender” (Silbert 1989: 227, quoted
in Taylor and Quayle 2003: 25). The child experi-
ences feelings of shame, degradation, and fear of
what will happen if their behaviour is revealed. The
offender often capitalises on these feelings, and
reinforces personal culpability of the victim to
encourage them to maintain silence. 

Hamilton (2003) argues that society has
presently lost the ability to recognise the social lim-
its which should guide individual freedoms gained
in the 1960s and 1970s.  It should be asked whether
an individual should have the right to access, at any
time or place, material such as extreme pornogra-
phy, where granting this freedom is thought to be
damaging to other members of society, such as chil-
dren (Stanley 2001). 

Meeting the challenge to protect children on 
the internet will not be easy. The Director of the
Australasian Centre for Policing Research (Etter
2002) believes that: “The growth in the uptake of

– is associated with an increase in risk for childhood
sexual abuse (Boney-McCoy and Finkelhor 1995).

This pattern appears to hold for child abuse asso-
ciated with the internet. “Troubled” children, those
who have been maltreated, exposed to negative life
events and/or depressed, those who are in the care
of the state, those who have learning and social dif-
ficulties, low self-esteem, and are in need of love
and affection, appear to be more likely than other
children to be targeted for sexual exploitation on
the internet (Mitchell Finkelhor and Wolak 2001).
Children with these characteristics are also most
likely to be exposed to offensive material (Mitchell,
Finkelhor and Wolak 2003). As noted, children 
used in the production of child pornography are
likely to have previously experienced child abuse
and neglect. 

Thus, while all children need to be protected from
exploitation through the internet, it would seem that

there is a group of children who are particularly in
need of protection. This high-risk group of children,
who may have been previously victimised, need spe-
cial attention in the provision of prevention
measures (Boney-McCoy and Finkelhor 1995).

Recognising and responding to 
internet abuse 
One of “the major lessons of history is that adults 
prefer not to see most child abuse”, or find it too dif-
ficult to believe (Goddard and Liddell 2003). There is
a risk that history is repeating itself in relation to
child exploitation and the internet. Greater recogni-
tion of how the internet can be used as a weapon to
abuse and exploit children will hopefully lead to the
provision of prevention and intervention measures.
Some measures are being taken. For example, the
Australian Government recently announced an
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Information and Communications Technology (ICT),
including the Internet, presents as great a challenge
for policing as the introduction of the telephone and
the motor vehicle (and) . . . will require a funda-
mental paradigm shift in policing.”

Perhaps a paradigm shift is also needed in how
child abuse and neglect is viewed. A perspective
which is broader than that currently in use, such as
Gil’s, noted earlier, would allow for a strategic
understanding of how society’s actions are impact-
ing on children. Such a perspective should provide
answers to abuse and neglect that are based on the
extent of harm to the child, rather than responses
based on history, politics, economics, and the right
to unrestricted freedom for a few adults. 

While there is a need for more research about
how the internet impacts on children, enough is
already known to begin to take action to protect
children. Recommendations for policies and
actions that could give children greater protection
while they use the internet, include the need for a
move from self-regulation by Internet Service
Providers to more stringent government regulation
and review of the law enforcement process (see
Stanley 2001 for further information). 

Conclusion
Towards the end of 2001, the National Child Pro-
tection Clearinghouse published an Issues Paper on
child abuse and the internet which flagged concerns
about a range of child abusive behaviours facilitated
by the internet (Stanley 2001). Since then, there
has been a small increase in research and some
increase in discussion of the issues. However, little
has been done to adequately protect children, par-
ticularly those more vulnerable to exploitation
through the internet. Indeed, our increasing knowl-
edge of the potentially harmful effects makes this
gap even more remiss.

It is now believed by many that “the internet is fast
becoming a significant factor in the sexual abuse of
children” (Fournier de Saint Maur 1999). Historically,
society has been very slow to acknowledge and
respond to child abuse, not recognising the behaviour
as abusive, minimising the extent of abuse and the
impact on children, and not placing the welfare and
rights of children at the centre of concern (Goddard
1996). There is a need to recognise the child abusive
aspects of the internet. What is required is more
research, and comprehensive prevention and inter-
vention strategies to protect all children who use the
internet, and particularly those who may be most vul-
nerable to experiencing this form of abuse.
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s with any other group of people, families have to
find ways of relating together successfully and man-
aging conflict between members, whether between
parent and child, between siblings, or between the
parents themselves. Their communication style,

even the words they use, their relationships and their values
inevitably affect the next generation in every family, and
because the family is the basic unit of society, these also
impact upon the wider community. 

All families today have their share of unavoidable prob-
lems, including the vastly changed environment of
parenting, the lack of precedents in how to manage the
changes, and the differing views between generations about
how children should be brought up. As well as these, there
is a superabundance of conflicting advice on parenting from
grandparents, books, magazines, and radio and television
programs. More than a generation ago, Dreikurs and Soltz
(1964) suggested that the spread of democratic ideas had
rendered traditional parenting methods obsolete.

Research over the past ten years has placed a new
emphasis on the importance of emotional health from the
earliest years (McCain and Mustard 1999). Subsequent
behaviour and the ability to manage emotion can be
affected by the infant’s interaction with the parent, but
parental handling of emotional development is equally
important in later childhood and adolescence (Resnick,
Bearman, Blum, Bauman et al. 1997). 

Neurological studies have shown that, contrary to the long-
held view that emotion was somehow less important and less
“worthy” than intellect, competence in handling emotions is
just as crucial as cognitive skills (Bar-On 2001; Damasio
2000). Longitudinal studies such as the Australian Tempera-
ment Project have shown that some children need help in
developing empathic understanding and emotional self-
regulation, and that parents can help children of differing 
temperaments to acquire these attributes through individual
variations in child management (Prior, Sanson, Smart and
Oberklaid 2000). 

Research has also suggested that, in “normal” families at
least, emphasis should be shifted away from merely teaching

Family Matters No.65 Winter 2003  Australian Institute of Family Studies 28

C H R I S T I N E  W O O D  A N D  J O H N  D AV I D S O N

Australian parents are concerned about their

relationships with their children, as well as

with ways of managing children’s behaviours.

What is the nature of these concerns, and did

enrolling in a Parent Effectiveness Training

course make a difference?Helping 
A fresh look at parent effectiveness training

families cope

AA

Picture: Alis Wood



children to be compliant, and directed more
towards interpersonal relationships, a focus on
emotional awareness and self-regulation for both
parents and children, and the fostering of warm,
affective bonds between them (McKenry and Price
1994). As will be seen, these issues are also identi-
fied as being of concern to parents. 

Emergence of parenting programs
In Australia there has been considerable interest in
parent education over the past decade. Parent edu-
cation has been seen as one way to prevent child
abuse and domestic violence and also as a means of
strengthening parents’ understanding of child
development and competence in child management
(Tomison 1998). 

Approximately141 agency centres in major towns
across Australia offer parenting and relationship edu-
cation and support through numerous organisations
– some local and others nationwide. These include
courses in the major parenting program packages,
generally on an ad hoc basis. The courses include:
Triple P (Positive Parenting Program, Sanders 1996);
STEP (Systematic Training for Effective Parenting,
Dinkmeyer and McKay 1976); and PET (Parent
Effectiveness Training, Gordon 1976). 

All three parenting programs were derived from
clinical research and subsequently developed for
non-referred populations for prevention of problems,
but they have different theoretical orientations –
behavioural, Adlerian and humanistic respectively.
The differences may not be readily apparent to par-
ents looking for help in the task of bringing up their
families. All three programs have been evaluated and
found to produce positive outcomes.

Triple P stems from behaviour modification and
learning theory, and was developed by Professor
Matthew Sanders and his colleagues at the Parenting
and Family Support Centre (PFSC) in the School of
Psychology in the University of Queensland. The
Triple P approach deals with parents and pre-adoles-
cent children specifically on a behavioural level,
using child-management skills such as clear, calm
instruction, logical consequences for misbehaviour,
planned ignoring, quiet time, and time-out.

STEP emanates from Adler’s individual psychol-
ogy further developed by Dreikurs, and was put
together by Dinkmeyer and McKay (1976). Avoid-
ing reward and punishment as a disciplinary
method, STEP presents the use of natural and logi-
cal consequences to motivate children towards
making responsible decisions. STEP in Australia is
available through the Australian Council for Educa-
tional Research. 

The PET program was developed by Thomas Gor-
don following his intensive research in humanistic
psychology with Carl Rogers at the University of
Chicago. Parent Effectiveness Training (PET) is
specifically aimed at prevention of problems, improv-
ing the parent–child relationship and cutting out the
use of reward and punishment. PET in Australia is
available through the Effectiveness Training Institute
of Australia, which is responsible for training and
accrediting all instructors. It is essentially a commu-
nity-based movement reaching about 900 parents

annually. PET is a 24-hour course, generally pre-
sented in eight weekly three-hour sessions. The
program comprises operational skills training in
interpersonal communication, with an emphasis first
on listening skills. Empathic or “active” listening is
intensively taught followed by parental assertiveness,
and these are combined with brainstorming for prob-
lem solving and the resolution of conflicts. Parents
are trained to avoid responses which stall communi-
cation – known as roadblocks. These include using
reassurance and unsought advice when listening to a
troubled child, which to most people in our culture
may seem counter-intuitive.

PET evaluation study
This article describes two aspects of a controlled
evaluation of 25 Parent Effectiveness Training
courses conducted by 11 qualified instructors in six
Australian states. The first aspect of the study
examined the issues that parents perceived in their
management of their children’s’ behaviour. The sec-
ond examined the changes in parenting skills of the
parents who completed a PET course and compared
them with a group of 81 controls. For logistic rea-
sons random allocation to control and PET groups
was not possible, and controls were not specified as
wait-list. 
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Sample of PET parents’ responses at pre-test and 
post-test in active listening

A total of 232 parents participated in this
research. Participants were recruited through
schools and community-based organisations. All par-
ticipants provided a list of their parenting concerns.
The PET and control group participants completed
the Parent–Child Response Sheet (PCRS, Wood and
Davidson 1987, 1994-1995) according to defined
procedures. The PCRS asks participants to provide
written responses to six standardised parent–child
interactions requiring parental attention and conflict
resolution. When administered pre and post the PET
course, the PCRS provides a measure of the acquisi-
tion of listening and assertive skills, and the
resolution of conflict. PET parents completed pre-
test measures of parenting skills at the beginning of
the course before any teaching had taken place, and
post-tests on the same measures at the end of the
course, while as far as possible the control parents
completed the tests at the same eight-week interval.
The measures were collected immediately and sent
back to the experimenter, and no feedback was given
to the parents. 

Parenting concerns
At the pre-test, all the parents were asked to list their
concerns about their children’s behaviours and their
parenting difficulties. The combined sample of par-
ents (PET experimental parents and control parents)
reported 1044 individual items of problematic child
behaviours and issues, with a good deal of similarity
and overlap. Most parents reported four or five issues
of concern. The items were carefully scrutinised and
collapsed into 60 categories, which were then grouped
into three broad domains: child behavioural issues,
parent–child relationship issues, and parents’ self-
management issues. Within each of these domains,
the issues of concern were tabulated. 

An examination of the most frequently reported
issues provides an idea of the hierarchy of concerns
as expressed by this sample of Australian parents,

regardless of whether or not they had enrolled in a
parenting course. 

Highest were child management issues, which
comprised 78.3 per cent of the total 1044 listed
concerns. There were 172 issues (16.4 per cent)
related to parent–child relationship concerns, and
55 were about parent self-management. The latter
figure suggests that some parents already recog-
nised the role of their parenting style and behaviour
in the behavioural problems they reported in their
children. A frequent explanation given here was
that they hated yelling at the children, and wanted
to find a different style of child management.

Of particular interest was the high frequency of
concerns about sibling disputes and tidiness, more
frequently cited than the concern about non-compli-
ance with parents’ requests, which came next.
Children’s self-centred behaviour was also noted fre-
quently, followed by a perceived need for improved
communication with children and better handling of
parent–child conflicts about behaviours. There was
concern about children’s ability to concentrate on
tasks including homework and chores, heeding
requests, answering back, noise, aggressiveness and
tantrums, as well as behaviour at meals and bedtime.
Other complaints included socially inappropriate
behaviour and language, and whining.

Issues less commonly mentioned were eating
food provided, television and computer use, will-
ingness to try new things, cooperation in setting
boundaries, waking at night, resistance to school,
moody behaviour, hygiene, destructiveness, toilet
training, understanding the value of money, decep-
tion, forgetting agreements, choice of friends,
hyperactive behaviour, unassertiveness, substance
use, and physical risk-taking behaviour.

The second domain of parental issues comprised
parents’ own relationships with children and their
concern about the children’s relationships with
their peers. Parents reported family harmony a
desired objective more than twice as often as
respect for people and rules, or for helping children
to solve their problems. 
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Table 1

Note: Parents are from the Australian Capital Territory (ACT), New South Wales (NSW) 
and Queensland (QLD).
Source: Parent–child response sheet, Parent Effectiveness Training.

Parent-child response sheet 
Question 1(a)

I don’t know why the kids at school don’t like me. I try ever so hard to
make friends but they all tease me and make fun of me. I suppose it’s
because I’m not pretty. I wish I wasn’t me.

PET parent Pre/Post Response

1. Female Pre-test I love you the way you are. If you were not you,
(QLD) you wouldn’t be mine and I would miss that.

Post-test You sound really upset about that.

2. Female Pre-test Don’t try so hard to make friends – they will 
(NSW) come to you when you stop trying. You are a 

lovely person and there is a friend out there for 
everybody, including you.

Post-test You would like to have more friends and be 
liked by all children?

3. Male Pre-test Well, I think you are pretty, and those kids are 
(ACT) just being mean. Are there some other children

you could be friends with?
Post-test You’re dejected because the kids at school 

tease you when you want to make friends?

Family experience is important for children’s emotional understanding,
through parental empathic listening and modelling. Acceptance of
personal responsibility occurs when assertiveness is sensitive and
socially appropriate to the context.



Sample of in PET parents’ responses at pre-test 
and post-test in assertiveness

A small number of parents in both control and
PET groups acknowledged a perceived need to make
some change in their parenting style. Two major self-
management issues concerned the parent’s personal
need for recognition and the management of emo-
tional reactivity. These were followed closely by
concern about available time for dealing well with
interpersonal aspects of family life. Two of the issues
related to parents in families involved in divorce pro-
ceedings. It appears that while Australian parents
primarily report common behaviour problems of
their children, they also focus on the kind of rela-
tionship they have with their children, and the
efficacy of their own styles of parenting. 

Effect of the program
The second part of the study consisted of an exami-
nation of the qualitative differences shown pre-test
versus post-test in the responses of the PET parents. 

Active listening
Changes in parents’ responses to the statements of
children who were feeling troubled are shown by
their active listening replies to the first question on
the Parent–Child Response Sheets. Examples show
important changes in the replies of trained parents,
although naturally there is variation in the quality
of responses. Table 1 shows three typical pre and
post responses of PET parents.

The pre-test replies are typical examples of almost
every parental response in the pre-test assessment of
active listening. Each uses reassurance (“I love you
the way you are”, “You are a lovely person and there
is a friend out there for everybody”, “I think you are
pretty, and those kids are just being mean”) in
response to the child’s emotional outburst about lack
of friends. In addition, one offers advice (“Don’t try
so hard to make friends”) and another asks a probing
question (“Are there some other children you could
be friends with?”). None acknowledges the child’s
feelings. Reassurance and advice are the most fre-
quent “helping” responses of our western culture for
replying to almost anyone upset about a problem, an
observation amply confirmed in the current study. 

However, such responses are known in Parent
Effectiveness Training as “roadblocks” which actu-
ally impede the helping process. Instead, PET parents
are taught to focus particularly on the feelings, as well
as the facts, and simply to feed back to the child their
understanding of what the child has said. This is more
effective at helping troubled people, including chil-
dren, by acknowledging rather than dismissing their
feelings, thus clearing the way for them to take charge
of the problem if they can (Ginott 1969). 

Post-test responses in Table 1 (“You sound really
upset about that”, ”You would like to have more
friends”, “You’re dejected because the kids at school
tease you”) show substantial changes in this direc-
tion from each of the PET participants. This was not
shown among control parents in the study, as can be
seen from the control parents’ responses in Table 2.

Table 2 shows that at the pre-test, control parents
1 and 3 employ a reassuring statement in response to
the child’s emotional outburst about lack of friends.
Parent 1 also asks a probing question. Parent 3 offers
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Table 3

Note: Parents are from the Australian Capital Territory (ACT), New South Wales (NSW) and
Queensland (QLD).
Source: Parent–child response sheet, Parent Effectiveness Training.

Parent-child response sheet 
Question 2(a)

What would you say if you were the parent in this situation? You are back-
ing the car and you nearly hit your 12 year-old son’s bike, which is left on
its side right in the way.

PET parent Pre/Post Response

1. Female Pre-test I nearly ran over your bike because you left it 
(QLD) in the driveway. Be more responsible and 

thoughtful, and put your things away please.
Post-test I am really upset that your bike was left in 

the driveway because I almost ran over it, 
and it would have cost a lot of money to 
replace as well as damage to our car.

2. Female Pre-test Now this is what happens when you don’t 
(NSW) take responsibility for your own things. If I 

had hit it, you’d be without a bike. Please 
learn from this – this is your bike.

Post-test When you leave your bike lying in the drive
way, I get upset because I have to get out of 
my car to move it.

3. Male Pre-test I’ve told you before, you must keep your bike 
(ACT) out of the way. I can’t check behind the car 

every time, and it will get run over if it’s 
in the way.

Post-test I get really annoyed when stuff is left in the 
way of the car, because it might damage the 
car if it gets run over.

Sample of control parents’ responses at pre-test 
and post-test in active listening

Table 2

Note: Parents are from Queensland (QLD), Victoria (VIC) and Western Australia (WA)
Source: Parent–child response sheet, Parent Effectiveness Training.

Parent-child response sheet 
Question 1(a)

I don’t know why the kids at school don’t like me. I try ever so hard to
make friends but they all tease me and make fun of me. I suppose it’s
because I’m not pretty. I wish I wasn’t me.

Control parent Pre/Post Response

1. Female Pre-test What do you like about you?  Let’s work out a 
(QLD) way of letting the kids at school know that 

you are who you are, and there is much to 
like about you.

Post-test Do you think kids know what being “pretty” 
means?  I bet they don’t. I know you are 
bright and you are attractive. Let’s work on 
being happy… 

2. Male Pre-test Girls can be bitchy sometimes. Can’t they?  I
(VIC) guess they will mature eventually. How about 

we go shopping and check out the new 
summer range?

Post-test It is difficult with immature people, but they 
will grow up some day. Perhaps we could go 
shopping this week.

3. Male Pre-test Darling you are pretty. You are beautiful. 
(WA) Maybe you try too hard to make friends. You 

could just be friendly and other children will 
be friendly back. I am delighted that you’re 
you, and wouldn’t want you to be anyone 
else. I love you exactly as you are.

Post-test Darling maybe you try too hard to make 
friends. The best way to make friends is to be
friendly to everyone. I think you’re beautiful 
and I love you very much.
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Assertiveness
Changes in the responses of three PET parents on
assertiveness following Parent Effectiveness Training
are shown in Table 3. Although the pre-test replies are
generally polite they do convey blame. It should be
mentioned that many pre-test replies were not as
polite, but in any case the reserve shown by these
three parents could perhaps be due to respect for the
experimental context rather than for the hypothetical
child. However, they do employ advice, threat of con-
sequences, and nagging, which are antagonistic to
assertive communication, although most of them,
except for nagging and guilt, are quite legitimate when
there is no problem between parent and child. 

Instead, PET parents are taught to describe
unacceptable behaviours factually without using
blame, and to add their own feelings (in the first
person, called I-Messages) as well as the cost to
them of the behaviour. This shifts the focus from
shaming the child to maintaining the relationship
between them and thus opens the way for the child
to make a change. Resentment is less likely. 

The three post-test responses demonstrate some
change in the direction of this non-antagonistic
parental assertiveness, although there is still room for
improvement. PET parents are encouraged to be spe-
cific about their feelings, and to express the
underlying emotion in order to increase both self-
awareness and the effectiveness of the response. The
examples in Table 3 could have better been expressed
in terms of anxiety about damage to the car and the
sudden fright caused by almost hitting the bike. 

Table 4 shows the responses from three control
parents. Each of them has employed blaming 
statements, while parents 1 and 3 threaten conse-
quences. At the post-test, each of the participants
continued to use blaming statements, while parent
2 used punishment. Parents 1 and 3 included
threats of consequences. Although parent 3 used
an “I-statement”, blame was conveyed which is not
recommended in PET.

Table 5 shows the changes in the responses of
three PET parents in conflict resolution situations
following training. Each of the pre-test responses
used a unilateral solution, with one dismissing both
the child and the problem, and one proposing a bet-
ter way. In conflict resolution training, PET parents
are taught to employ active listening to understand
the needs felt by the children, assertiveness to state
their own needs, and brainstorming to find as many
creative solutions as possible, before working
together on a mutual solution. Here again, the focus
is shifted after PET, from more directive responses
from parents to joint decision making. The process
is based on openness to possibilities as well as on
actively seeking the children’s ideas. 

The control parents’ responses are shown in
Table 6. Although control parents 1 and 3 suggested
that a fair compromise must be sought, they (along
with all the others) unilaterally proposed the solu-
tions to be followed. Parent 2 was able to “active
listen”, but asked the child for agreement to his
solution. None of the parents asked for suggestions
from the child, which is recommended in PET
aspects of conflict resolution.

advice. Parent 1 takes over the problem and, together
with parent 2, suggests a diversion. Parents 2 and 3
analyse the problem. Each of these responses is con-
traindicated in PET for replying to children who are
upset. The control parents use the same kinds of
responses in the post-test as they did in the pre-test,
although the wording is slightly different.

Family Matters No.65 Winter 2003  Australian Institute of Family Studies 32

Sample of control parents’ responses at pre-test 
and post-test in assertiveness

Table 4

Note: Parents are from  Queensland (QLD), Victoria (VIC) and Western Australia (WA).
Source: Parent–child response sheet, Parent Effectiveness Training.

Parent-child response sheet 
Question 2(a)

What would you say if you were the parent in this situation? You are back-
ing the car and you nearly hit your 12-year-old son’s bike, which is left on
its side right in the way.

Control parent Pre/Post Response
1. Female Pre Your bike is your responsibility to look after 

(QLD) and park properly just the same as I do for 
my car. If you want a bike as well as other 
possessions you must take care of them.

Post If you don’t appreciate your things and look 
after them you can’t expect them to be safe and
ready for you to use again. Put your bike away 
and think about what might have happened.

2. Male Pre Your bike is off limits this week, locked in the
(VIC) shed. It will be two weeks next time.

Post Your bike is now confiscated for a week. 
Tell me why!

3. Male Pre I nearly ran over your bike. I have told you 
(WA) before to put things away when you have 

finished playing with them. You would be very
upset if I crushed your bike. Please put it away.

Post I have told you to put your bike away when 
you stop using it. What do you think would 
have happened if I had run over your bike?  

Sample of PET parents’ responses at pre-test 
and post-test in conflict resolution

Table 5

Note: Parents are from the Australian Capital Territory (ACT), New South Wales (NSW) and
Queensland (QLD).
Source: Parent–child response sheet, Parent Effectiveness Training.

Parent-child response sheet
Question 3(b)

It’s not fair. Peter always changes the channel when I’m watching TV, and
he doesn’t ever change it for me when he’s watching, and now Dad wants
his program on, and I can’t watch at all.

PET parent Pre/Post Response

1. Female Pre-test Go and do something else.
(QLD)

Post-test You sound upset that you don’t get to watch 
your program. Can you think of any solutions
that might satisfy everyone?

2. Female Pre-test We should plan beforehand who is watching 
(NSW) what, so there is no need to change channels 

between programs.
Post-test Let’s see if we can work this out, what do you

think?  We can take turns and maybe plan it 
beforehand.

3. Male Pre-test Hmm. Looks like we need to sort out the TV 
(ACT) watching. We’ll work something out after I’ve

watched this program!
Post-test Sounds like everybody wants to watch the TV 

at the same time. I wonder how we can work it 
out so that people get to watch what they want?



Sample of control parents’ responses at pre-test 
and post-test in conflict resolution

Changes in parents’ response
Tables 1, 3 and 5 show how, following Parenting
Effectiveness Training, parents in widely different
locations, and with different instructors, showed
cognitive changes in language and attitude as well
as in awareness of feelings. 

Compared to the control parents, the replies that
appear in the accompanying tables were typical of
those from all Australian states and demonstrate
varying levels of effective communication through
active listening, assertiveness, and skills in conflict
resolution. They can also be seen to be individual
and personal, reflecting the diversity of the respon-
dents. The emerging type of response seen in the
post-test appears to reflect the positive communi-
cation patterns of “strong families” (De Frain 1999). 

This study is the first controlled experimental
investigation of PET to have focused on actual lin-
guistic changes made by parents following the
course. The changes appear to reflect not only atti-
tudinal shifts towards a more collaborative style of
parenting, but also document changes in choice of
language and behaviour on the part of parents. 

Conclusion
Family experience is important for children’s emo-
tional understanding, through parental empathic
listening and modelling. Acceptance of personal
responsibility occurs when assertiveness is sensi-
tive and socially appropriate to the context. It
requires parents’ self-regulated emotional learning,
and is aimed at eliciting children’s cooperation
without damaging the relationship, an essential cri-
terion for effectiveness and one which people find
difficult to acquire. This research points to the con-
temporary relevance of PET, which has focused on
these methods to improve relationships.

Zhou et al. (2002) showed in a longitudinal study
that children’s negative behaviours were mediated
by parents’ emotion-related socialisation practices.
The current investigation has demonstrated cogni-
tive and structural change in the verbal expression
of emotion-related socialisation practices in a large
group of parents following Parent Effectiveness
Training. Further research is required to assess the
behavioural outcomes for children in PET families.
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Table 6

Note: Parents are from Queensland (QLD), Victoria (VIC) and Western Australia (WA).
Source: Parent–child response sheet, Parent Effectiveness Training.

Parent-child response sheet
Question 3(b)

It’s not fair. Peter always changes the channel when I’m watching TV, and
he doesn’t ever change it for me when he’s watching, and now Dad wants
his program on, and I can’t watch at all.

Control parent Pre/Post Response

1. Female Pre We all have to learn to share the TV and 
(QLD) compromise over what we watch. Not 

everyone will always get what they want – but
it should be a fair system all round.

Post We all have to compromise and watch some of
what we want and some of what others want. 
Nobody gets their own way all of the time.

2. Male Pre It is disappointing when that happens, but 
(VIC) Mums and Dads pay the bills so I guess they 

expect to be able to watch their special 
programs. But I think I might have a word 
with that bossy boots Peter.

Post It is tough being the littlest. How about we sit 
down and work out the program you really want 
to watch and the ones your brother really wants 
and we will guarantee them for each of you. Okay?

3. Male Pre Life is not fair. Life is what you make it. 
(WA) Everyone can watch TV but you can’t all watch

different things at the same time. You need to 
talk to Peter and Mum so that you can all see 
some TV programs you like. Go and talk to 
Mum now.

Post That’s right darling. There is no such thing as 
fair. If you want to watch a program you need
to negotiate with Peter and tell Mummy or 
Daddy if he won’t negotiate.



Premarital cohabitation and 
subsequent marital stability

the “try before you buy” principle – that living together pro-
vides a good opportunity for couples to see if they are truly
compatible. Intuitively this seems to make sense. 

However, most of the research in Australia and other west-
ern countries has suggested just the opposite: marriages
preceded by cohabitation (here called “indirect marriages”)
tend to have a shorter life than those not preceded by cohab-
itation (“direct marriages”) (Australia, Parliament 1998;
Lillard, Brien and Waite 1995; Smock 2000). 

For example, Australian research by Glezer, Edgar and
Prolisko (1992) suggested that, after five years of marriage,
13 per cent of indirect marriages had ended compared to
just 6 per cent of direct marriages. After ten years of mar-
riage, 26 per cent of indirect marriages had ended compared
to 14 per cent of direct marriages. And after 20 years of mar-
riage, the proportions of indirect and direct marriages that
had ended were 56 per cent and 29 per cent respectively.
These are very large differences in marriage breakdown
rates between direct and indirect marriages and appear to be
counter-intuitive. This paradox has sparked a great deal of
research and discussion in the literature. 

arriages have changed a great deal since the early
1970s. Perhaps the most spectacular changes
have been the rise in the divorce rate and in the
proportion of couples living together before they
marry (de Vaus, Qu and Weston 2003).

The divorce rate has increased from 4.1 per thousand
married women in 1970 to 12.0 in 2000 (ABS 2002), with
the bulk of change occurring soon after the Family Law Act
1975 came into operation. The rates of premarital cohabi-
tation have risen from below 2 per cent in the 1950s to 71
per cent by 2000 (see Figure 1).

The increased tendency for couples to live together
before marriage has been accompanied by a widespread
acceptance, even advocacy, of this practice. The Interna-
tional Social Science Survey (ISSP 1998) found that only a
quarter of Australian adults disagree with the statement:
“It’s a good idea for a couple who intend to get married to live
together first.” One reason for the support for living together
before marriage stems from the high divorce rates and the
perception that marriages face a high risk of breakdown.
The encouragement of premarital cohabitation is based on
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Is it a good idea for couples who

intend to get married to live together

first? The findings have been mixed.

This article re-examines the links

between premarital cohabitation

and the stability of the subsequent

marriage.
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The higher risk of divorce among indirect marriages has
been taken by some people to mean that living together
before marriage somehow causes marriages to break down.
One proposition is that premarital cohabitation gives indi-
viduals experience of alternatives to marriage and can
erode beliefs in the permanence and sanctity of marriage
(Teachman 2003). While the evidence for this proposition
is patchy it has received some empirical support (Axinn
and Barber 1997; Axinn and Thornton 1992). 

From this causal perspective, one of the reasons for the
high divorce rate is the high premarital cohabitation rate.
Accordingly, some have argued that if the divorce rate is to
be reduced, or at least contained, then couples should be
discouraged from living together before marrying.

However, this causal explanation is just one of three
ways of making sense of the higher marriage breakdown
rates previously observed among indirect marriages. Two
other explanations – here called the “self-selection expla-
nation” and the “measurement explanation” – have also
been proposed.

According to the self-selection explanation, the per-
sonal characteristics that influence choice of marriage
pathway also influence risks of marital separation. That is,
people who choose to cohabit before marrying have char-
acteristics that make them more divorce prone (Axinn and
Thornton 1992). These people would be more at risk of
eventual marriage break-up regardless of whether they had
lived together first. In support of this explanation, a large
number of studies in the 1990s suggested that those who
cohabited before marriage had more unconventional back-
grounds, were more likely to come from a divorced family
themselves, and held values and attitudes that increased
their chances of divorcing (Lillard et al. 1995; DeMaris and
Rao 1992; Glezer, Edgar and Prolisko 1992).

There is ample evidence that characteristics such as val-
ues, education, age, ethnicity, parental marital history, and
having premarital children are linked to marital stability
(DaVanzo and Rahman 1993; Faust and McKibben 1999;
White 1990; Bumpass and Sweet 1989; Smock 2000). There
is also good evidence that these types of variables are asso-
ciated with premarital cohabitation (Tanfer 1987). 

If the self-selection explanation has merit it could be
expected that the higher risk of divorce among indirect
marriages will have diminished progressively as premarital
cohabitation has become normative (Brüderl et al. 1999;
De Maris and Rao 1992; Schoen 1992). 

The reasoning for this as follows. When premarital
cohabitation was uncommon it took a special person to
adopt this “deviant” pathway to marriage. Those who
chose this route were a relatively homogeneous group with
many characteristics in common. However, as times have
changed and premarital cohabitation has become com-
monplace, there is nothing particularly special about those
who cohabit. They are a very diverse group and no longer
uniformly share characteristics that make them divorce-
prone. Some of these people will have divorce-prone
characteristics while others will not. This diversity should
mean that those in indirect marriages would no longer
have such distinctively high rates of breakdown.1

The third explanation for the enhanced risk of divorce in
indirect marriages is the measurement explanation. This
explanation attributes the apparent enhanced risk to the way
in which the length of the relationship is measured. For
example, the findings of Glezer and colleagues that were
described above report risk of break-up after a certain num-
ber of years of marriage. The problem with this is that, when

comparing the divorce risk in direct and indirect marriages
after, say, ten years of marriage, we are not comparing like
with like. While those in direct marriages may have been liv-
ing together for ten years, those in indirect marriages have
been together for a somewhat longer period. The longer cou-
ples live together, the greater are their chances of divorcing,
although divorce rates do tend to level off over time. 

Therefore, it may be more appropriate to compare the
divorce rate in direct and indirect marriages after the same
length of the live-in relationship (here called “union dura-
tion”). In the case of indirect marriages this would mean
adding the period spent together before the registered mar-
riage to the period of marriage. It is feasible that the different
risks of divorce linked with direct and indirect marriages are
due to this statistical issue of the way in which the duration
of the relationship has been measured. But overseas studies
that have attempted to examine this issue have produced
mixed results (Teachman and Polonko 1990; DeMaris and
Rao 1992; Berrington and Diamond 1999).

This article re-examines the links between premarital
cohabitation and the stability of the subsequent marriage.
It addresses four questions. 

First, are contemporary indirect marriages less stable
than contemporary direct marriages? Second, has the
association between premarital cohabitation and subse-
quent marital instability weakened in recent years as
premarital cohabitation has become normal? Third, is any
difference in the divorce-proneness of direct and indirect
marriages attributable to the way in which relationship
duration is measured? (That is, does the greater risk of
marriage breakdown among indirect marriages disappear
when the length of the union rather than just the marriage
is considered?) And fourth, to what extent is any differ-
ence in the stability of direct and indirect marriages due to
systematic differences the characteristics of those who
choose the alternative pathways to marriage?

Data sources
The sample was derived from three national random sample
surveys: wave one (2001) of the Household, Income and
Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey, conducted
by the Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social
Research, and funded by the Australian Government
Department of Family and Community Services; the Aus-
tralian Life Course Survey (ALCS), conducted by the
Australian Institute of Family Studies in 1996; and wave
one of the Negotiating the Life Course Survey (NLCS), con-
ducted by the Australian National University in 1997. All
sets of analysis focus on respondents’ first or only marriages. 
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rather than the marriage is considered (column (e) com-
pared with column (c)) – a trend that is especially evident
among the most recent cohorts. Of those who married in
1990-1994, the survival rate of indirect and direct marriage
was virtually the same when the period of living together
before marriage was included in calculations. For the next
most recent cohort (those who married in 1985-1989), the
survival gap ten years after union formation was also much
narrower than the gap after ten years of marriage – just 5.9
percentage points compared to 10.7 per cent. However, for
those who began their union 20 years previously, including
the duration of the union made little difference to the sur-
vival gap between direct and indirect marriages.

Has the survival gap narrowed?
Table 1 gives the first hint that the marriage and union 
survival gaps are much narrower for recent cohorts than
for those married in the late 1970s and early 1980s. 
However, more thorough analysis is required to establish if
this is really the case. To recall the argument made earlier

– if the survival gap between direct and
indirect marriages is due to self-selection
into indirect marriages, we would expect a
narrowing of the gap across successive
cohorts as indirect marriages become more
commonplace.

Table 2 shows the marriage survival gap of
direct and indirect marriages in successive

marriage cohorts. Survival gaps are reported at 5, 10, 15 and
20 years since marriage. Positive figures indicate that direct
marriages out-survive indirect marriages by the percentage
indicated.

The first row of Table 2 reports the marriage survival
gaps after five years of marriage for successive marriage
cohorts. It shows that, on average, the marriage survival at
five years was a little higher in the 1970s than in the 1980s
or 1990s. However, the decline in the survival gap at five
years of direct and indirect marriages is very modest and
lends little support to the self-selection argument.

However, the picture changes for the period of ten years
after marriage. The second row of Table 2 shows that the
survival gap in the 1980s has narrowed since the 1970s. A
similar decline is also evident at 15 and 20 years after mar-
riage. The marriage survival gap is narrower among those
who married more recently. 

A similar pattern is evident when the duration of the
union rather than the duration of the marriage is considered

The advantage of these data sets is that, by combining
the samples, sufficient numbers of people can be obtained
who entered indirect marriages in the early 1970s and 
sufficient numbers who entered into direct marriages in
the 1990s (when direct marriage had become relatively
uncommon). All three surveys tapped relationship and
divorce histories of people across a wide age range. This
allows changes to be tracked over time. 

Unless otherwise specified, the analysis is based on data
for the combined sample of 5672 respondents who had ever
married, with 3382 having married directly and 2290 hav-
ing cohabited before marriage. 

Are indirect marriages still risky marriages?
Table 1 shows the survival of direct and indirect marriages
after 5, 10, 15 and 20 years of marriage. The data show that,
for each marriage duration, indirect marriages have a lower
survival rate. The first two columns provide the marriage
survival rates after 5, 10, 15 and 20 years after the marriage
began, with the third column referring to the differences or

gaps in the post-marriage survival rates for direct and indi-
rect marriages. The final two columns provide survival rates
and gaps 5, 10, 15 and 20 years after the union began. 

Turning to survival by the duration of marriage, it can
be seen that the five-year survival rates are for the most
recent cohort of marriages – those who married between
1990 and 1995. By the time of the HILDA survey (2001) all
these marriages had the chance to survive for five years.
Almost 90 per cent of these recent direct marriages had
survived compared to 81.4 per cent of the indirect mar-
riages – a survival gap of 8.2 per cent.

For the most recent cohort of marriages that had the
chance to survive for ten years (that is, were married in
1985-1989), 84.2 per cent of the direct marriages were
still intact after ten years, compared with 73.5 per cent of
indirect marriages – a survival gap of 10.7 per cent.

Turning to survival rates from the start of union forma-
tion, Table 1 suggests that the survival gaps of direct and
indirect marriages are narrower if the duration of the union
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Proportion of direct and indirect marriages that “survive” up to 1996-2000 by duration of marriage and duration of union formationTable 1

Source: Combined data sets of HILDA 2001, NLCS 1997, AFLC 1996

Marriage duration Union duration

Marriage survival after: (a) (b) (c) (d) (e)
Direct marriages Indirect marriages Gap (a-b) Indirect marriages Gap (a-d)

% % % % %
5 years 89.6 81.4 8.2 89.2 0.4
(1990-1994 cohort) (406) (607) (607)
10 years 84.2 73.5 10.7 78.3 5.9
(1985-1989 cohort) (569) (591) (591)
15 years 74.3 63.3 11.0 66.6 7.7
(1980-1984 cohort) (682) (557) (557)
20 years 69.9 53.7 16.2 54.7 15.1

The encouragement of premarital cohabitation is
based on the “try before you buy” principle – that 
living together provides a good opportunity for 
couples to see if they are truly compatible.



Marriage survival gaps of direct and indirect 
marriages by duration of marriage

Marriage survival gaps of direct and indirect 
marriages by duration of union

(Table 3). Although the marriage survival gaps are narrower
than those presented in Table 2, survival gaps are greater for
earlier marriage cohorts and smaller for more recent cohorts
after 10, 15 and 20 years of the formation of the union.
So far, the results suggest that:

• the marriage survival rate of indirect marriages is
poorer than for direct marriages;

• the poorer marriage survival rate of indirect marriages
is evident across all marriage cohorts;

• the difference in survival rates of direct and indirect mar-
riages has narrowed as premarital cohabitation has
become normal and therefore less liable to self-selection
effects;

• the union survival gap between direct and indirect mar-
riages is considerably less than the marriage survival
gap – for recent cohorts the marriage survival gap after
five years of union disappears;

• these findings are consistent with the explanations that
the poorer survival record of indirect marriages is partly
due to measurement issues and partly due to self-selec-
tion effects.

However, testing for self-selection effects so far has been
indirect. The declining survival gap is consistent with the
self-selection argument but it is not conclusive evidence. 

Direct assessment of self-selection effects
To test directly whether the poorer marriage survival
among indirect marriages is due to self-selection, multi-
variate statistical techniques are needed to eliminate the
effects of different characteristics of those entering mar-
riage directly and indirectly. These statistical techniques
enable us to estimate what the marriage survival rates
would be in direct and indirect marriages if people choos-
ing these marriage pathways had similar characteristics.

In this analysis, we can only take account of specific dif-
ferences between those choosing direct and indirect
marriage – we are limited to the information collected in
the surveys we are using. In particular, we can remove sta-
tistically the influence of differences in education, ethnic
background, religiousness, experience of parental divorce,
the age of union formation, and having given birth to a
child before marriage. All these variables have been linked
with marital stability and instability in previous research
(Australia, Parliament 1998; Berrington and Diamond
1999; Glezer, Edgar and Prolisko 1992; Brüderl et al.
1999). However, the characteristics for which we have
measures do not capture all those suggested to be impor-
tant in previous research, such as holding no-traditional
family values, including greater tolerance of divorce.

Logistic regression methods are used to test the self-
selection explanation. For the sake of simplicity the analysis
here is restricted to the survival of marriages among women
eight years after marriage – the time by which about half of
all marriages that will eventually end in separation, have
already done so. Similar results were obtained for men but
are not reported here. The analysis is restricted to the
HILDA data set since the other two data sets did not have
identical measures of the characteristics that we needed to
“remove” statistically.

First the probability of separation after eight years of
marriage is examined, followed by comparable analysis of
the situation eight years after the union began.

Probability of separation after eight years of marriage

The analysis is performed in two steps, referred to as
model 1 and model 2. Model 1 is the baseline model, which
includes only marriage cohort, pathway to marriage, and
the interaction between these two variables. We estimate
the probability of marriage survival at eight years for direct
and indirect marriages without taking into account the dif-
ferent characteristics of those who choose the different
marriage pathways. Model 2 re-estimates marriage survival
after removing any effects of the above-mentioned differ-
ent characteristics of the two groups. 

The effect of model 2 is to compare like with like. It is as
though those who enter direct and indirect marriages are
identical in terms of their ethnicity, history of parental
divorce, religiousness, education, age at union, and so
forth. The logic of this analysis strategy is that, if there are
differences in the survival of direct and indirect marriages
in model 1, and these disappear when we statistically
remove the effect of selective characteristics (model 2),
then the initial differences in model 1 are attributable to
the characteristics for which we have controlled.

Table 4 reports the probability that marriages of women
will have ended in separation after eight years. Column (a)
shows the likelihood that women from direct marriages will
have separated within the first eight years of marriage.
Regardless of whether they married in the early 1970s, early
1980s, or early 1990s, 15.5 per cent of women from direct
marriages had separated within eight years of marriage. 

Column (b) reports comparable figures for women who
entered marriage after first cohabiting with their partner.
Of those women who formed an indirect marriage in the
early 1970s, 32.9 per cent had separated within eight
years. This means that in the early 1970s indirect marriage
was associated with a much greater separation risk than
was direct marriage. The extent of this risk is recorded in
column (c), which indicates that 17.4 per cent more indi-
rect marriages had ended in separation after eight years.
That is, indirect marriages faced more than double the risk
of separation than did direct marriages. In the early 1970s
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Table 2

Source: Combined HILDA, NLCS and AFLC surveys

Marriage cohort

Duration of 1970-1974 1975-1979 1980-1984 1985-1989 1990-1994
marriage % % % % %

5 years 7.9 11.2 6.2 8.0 8.2
10 years 14.3 14.0 11.0 10.7
15 years 18.3 18.3 11.1
20 years 23.3 16.2

Table 3

Source: Combined HILDA, NLCS and AFLC surveys

Marriage cohort

Duration 1970-1974 1975-1979 1980-1984 1985-1989 1990-1994
of union % % % % %

5 years 2.0 6.5 2.0 2.3 0.4
10 years 10.6 12.3 6.6 5.9
15 years 15.1 14.6 7.7
20 years 20.0 15.1



indirect marriages is virtually identical with a gap of -0.7
per cent. In addition to premarital cohabitation, people
most likely to separate were those who moved in with a
partner at a relatively young age, those who had a premar-
ital birth, and those who had cohabitated more than once.

These results provide strong support for the self-selection
explanation. The declining gap observed in model 1 corre-
sponds to the increasing normalisation of indirect marriage
and the consequent increased heterogeneity of those enter-
ing indirect marriages. More importantly, the dramatic
decline and disappearance of separation rate differences in
model 2 after the removal of self-selection effects provides
strong support for the self-selection explanation.

Probability of separation after eight years of union
The results reported in Table 4 apply to separation rates after
eight years of marriage. We have already seen that some of
the gap in marriage survival is an artefact of how the duration
of the relationship is measured. In Table 5 the analysis

reported in Table 4 is repeated but the focus
is on union duration rather than marriage
duration. (These two measures are identical
for those who married directly.) 

The pattern of results in Table 5 is very
similar to that described in Table 4. The main
difference is that, for indirect marriages, sep-
aration rates eight years after union

formation are lower than those after eight years of marriage.
For the present purpose, the most important figures are

the separation gaps reported for model 2. While there is a
statistically significant separation gap in separation rates
in the early 1970s, this disappears in the 1980s and 1990s.
Indeed, by the early 1990s, those from indirect marriages
had a lower, but statistically non-significant separation
rate, than those from direct marriages – although the dif-
ference was not statistically significant.

Conclusions
This paper has tried to make sense of the old paradox 
that those who lived together before marriage had a 
higher risk of their marriage breaking down than those

the different separation rates of women from direct and
indirect marriages were statistically significant. 

While the separation rates of women from direct mar-
riages remain stable across the three decades, the
separation rate of women from indirect marriages decline
substantially. Women from indirect marriages in the early
1980s had a separation rate of 26.2 per cent – lower than
in the early 1970s. This results in a narrower, but still sta-
tistically significant, gap between the separation rates of
women from direct and indirect marriages. By the early
1990s the separation rate of women from indirect mar-
riages had declined again so that the gap between women
from direct and indirect marriages had fallen to a statisti-
cally non-significant 4.9 per cent.

This pattern is exactly what would be predicted by the
self-selection explanation, and is consistant with the
trends reported above. However, the much more important
test of the self-selection explanation is to see what happens
to the separation gaps when we statistically remove differ-

ences in selected personal and background characteristics
of women in direct and indirect marriages. This occurs in
model 2. If the self-selection explanation is correct, the
observed gaps in model 1 should narrow substantially.

The estimates for model 2 illustrate what the separation
rates would be like if women in direct and indirect mar-
riages had similar characteristics. Column (f) shows that
the separation gaps are much lower than in model 1. For
the early 1970s cohort, women from indirect marriages
had an 11 per cent higher predicted separation rate – a sta-
tistically significant difference. However, by the early
1980s cohort, the gap had dropped to a statistically non-
significant 5 per cent (compared to a statistically
significant 10.7 per cent in model 1). By the early 1990s
the estimated separation rates of women from direct and

Family Matters No.65 Winter 2003  Australian Institute of Family Studies 38

Predicted probability of separation within eight years of union formation for first marriage, womenTable 5

Note: probabilities were computed using variable means * p<0.05 
Source: HILDA 2001

Model 1 Model 2

(a) (b) (c) (d) (e) (f)
Direct marriage Indirect marriage Gap (b-a) Direct marriage Indirect marriage Gap (e-d) 

Marriage cohort % % % % % %

1970-1974 14.4 25.8 11.4* 12.2 17.8 5.6*
1980-1984 14.4 20.7 6.3* 14.3 15.3 1.0
1990-1994 14.4 16.4 2.0 16.6 13.2 -3.4

Predicted probability of separation after eight years of first marriage, womenTable 4

Note: probabilities were computed using variable means * p<0.05 
Source: HILDA 2001

Model 1 Model 2

(a) (b) (c) (d) (e) (f)
Direct marriage Indirect marriage Gap (b-a) Direct marriage Indirect marriage Gap (e-d) 

Marriage cohort % % % % % %

1970-1974 15.5 32.9 17.4* 12.9 23.9 11.0*
1980-1984 15.5 26.2 10.7* 15.0 20.0 5.0
1990-1994 15.5 20.4 4.9 17.3 16.6 -0.7

The higher risk of divorce among indirect marriages
has been taken by some people to mean that 
living together before marriage somehow causes
marriages to break down.



who did not first live together – despite the opportunities
that cohabitation provides for couples to assess their 
compatibility. 

Our suspicion was that the greater risk confronted by
those who first lived together was due to reliance on old
research evidence from an era when cohabitation was rel-
atively unusual. We suspected that the paradox may have
had something to do with the distinctive characteristics of
those who chose to cohabit in the past when cohabitation
was out of the ordinary. We thought that the characteris-
tics of those who used to cohabit, rather than cohabitation
itself, were what set their subsequent marriages at greater
risk. Furthermore, we accepted the importance of taking
into account the total length of the union when investigat-
ing relationship stability.

To test these suspicions we adopted two strategies. The
first strategy was to examine outcomes using up-to-date
research data from a period when premarital cohabitation
has become normative. We found that among recent
cohorts of people who marry after cohabiting, the elevated
risk of subsequent marriage breakdown is much reduced
over what was found in the old research that relied on data
mainly collected in the 1970s. From our data, we could see
that the old evidence still applied to those who cohabitated
and married in the 1970s but was hardly relevant to the
contemporary situation.

The second strategy was statistically to remove the
effects of different characteristics of those who marry
directly and indirectly. When we did this, the contempo-
rary marriage survival/separation outcomes of those who
cohabit first and those who marry directly are next to
indistinguishable.

The old finding that marriages of those who lived
together before marrying were at a greater risk of break-
down was also partly attributable to the way in which
marriage duration has been measured. We believe that, in
the interests of comparing like with like, separation risk
should be measured after set periods of the union rather
than after set periods of marriage.

There is nothing in the results that supports the propo-
sition that contemporary premarital cohabitation
somehow causes subsequent marital instability. The dif-
ferences in measured outcomes for those from direct and
indirect marriages appear to be entirely attributable to
other factors. 

As the evidence stands in this paper, we can say that
contemporary indirect marriage does not pose any greater
risk of subsequent marriage breakdown. However, we
should also say that the results do not indicate that living
together before marriage improves the chances of any sub-
sequent marriage surviving. So far, the evidence suggests
that premarital cohabitation has little impact one way or
the other.

However, the analysis is incomplete. The multivariate
analysis in which we statistically removed the effects of
specified differences in the characteristics of women from
direct and indirect marriages could not remove all the dif-
ferences between these two groups. There are likely to be
other, unmeasured differences, especially differences in
values, between the two groups that we have not taken into
account in the current analysis. 

Our suspicion is that, if we were able to control for these
other unmeasured differences, we would find that those
entering marriages after a period of cohabitation may actu-
ally have a better record of marriage stability. This remains
a task for the future.

Endnote
1 However, the difference in marital stability of direct and indirect mar-

riages may not disappear entirely if direct marriages become increas-
ingly selective of those with characteristics that pre-dispose them to
long-lasting marriages. That is, the characteristics that lead these peo-
ple to reject the now normative pathway to marriage may also increase
the chances of the marriage surviving – either because they have hap-
pier marriages, they make greater efforts to resolve marital difficulties,
or they are more prepared to endure unhappy marriages compared
with the majority of people.
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community life 
Family and

ecently, focus on “strong” communities, and 
concern about the possible “decline” or “break-
down” of community, has re-emerged in
academic and political discourse, and in the pop-
ular media. The aspects of community life that

have been the focus of this concern include levels of mem-
bership and engagement in things such as community
groups and organisations, and levels of trust – including
trust in institutions and in people generally, including
strangers (Putnam 1995). 

These aspects of community life are seen as essential
elements of strong and cohesive communities (Portes
1998; Putzel 1997; Cox 1995). They are thought to affect
the capacity for community members to come together
and cooperate in pursuit of common interests; to sustain
an ethos of reciprocity and a common sense of mutualism
and belonging (Inglehart 1997; Knack and Keefer 1997;
Hughes, Bellamy and Black 1999).

In debates about community strength and decline,
there has also been a focus on the quality of family life.

One of the common assumptions underlying these 
debates is that strong families are the foundation of 
strong communities. This is evident in current policy
frameworks such as the Australian Government’s Stronger
Families and Communities Strategy (Howard and New-
man 2000), which promotes the family alongside the
community as traditional institutions that provide the
most effective source and form of social support, and 
relies heavily on the assumption that these institutions
strengthen each other. 

It is therefore not surprising that the changes that have
occurred in family life are seen as a threat to the quality 
of community life. Concern is raised about declining 
marriage and fertility rates, increased rates of de facto
marriage, divorce and lone-parent families, and increased
rates of female workforce participation. It is argued that
these changes in family life have weakened family bonds
and the quality of relationships within families. This in
turn is thought to threaten community (The Age 2001;
Fukuyama 1999; Putnam 1995).
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life (including decreased marriage and fertility rates,
increased rates of de facto marriage, divorce and lone-
parent families, increased rates of female labour force
participation, and increased individualism in intimate
relationships) amount to the breakdown of family life.
And as “strong families” are seen as the foundation of
“strong communities”, this breakdown of family life is
thought to lead to the breakdown of community (The
Age 2001; Fukuyama 1999; Putnam 1995). 

To elaborate: according to the decline thesis, the
changes that have occurred in family life have weak-
ened the family as an institution, and elevated in
importance individual needs, relationships and pursuits
outside the family. For example, divorce and separation
represent the breaking of bonds, trust and reciprocity
within families. No longer held together by law, tradition
or financial necessity, relationships are inherently ten-
tative and unstable, and are only continued in so far as
they are thought by both parties to deliver enough sat-
isfactions for individuals to stay in them (Giddens 1992:
58). In addition, changes in gender roles are also seen as
a threat. In particular, women’s increased workforce
participation is seen as a threat to family relationships
as it limits possibilities for family interaction and lessens
the need for women to form or maintain relationships
with men (Misztal 1996). 

According to the decline thesis, the weakening of
family life is thought in turn to lead to the breakdown
of community. The assumption underlying this link is
that strong families “strengthen” communities. While
the mechanisms by which families strengthen com-
munities are rarely articulated, families are seen as
having an important role in the creation of social net-
works and as a conduit to broader forms of community
engagement. Marriage and family formation are seen
as important life transitions in this respect. Marriage
embeds individuals within a network of extended fam-
ily and friends, and child bearing and home ownership
are associated with greater levels of neighbourhood
attachment and involvement (Glezer 1997: 9).

In addition, families are seen as the key site for the
transmission of behavioural norms (Winter 2000). For
example, if children experience good quality connec-
tions with community and civil society through their
families, this may lead to an increased propensity for
those children to become engaged and active citizens

in adulthood. More generally, where children are exposed to
cooperative behaviour early in life they are more likely to
become cooperative adults (Mark 2002). However, family life
is often idealised in this respect. As Cox (1995: 28-29) says,
“it is assumed [rather than demonstrated] that families will
provide models of good relationships and civic virtues”.

It is also widely believed that family relationships are
essential for the development of basic trust (King 2002). As
quoted in Mistzal (1996: 157): “It is an everyday and valued
conception in our society that the family is the primordial
source and location of trust. The expression, “If you can not
trust your family, then whom can you trust?” has a large
value and ideological appeal for us” (Barber 1983: 26). 

To summarise the decline thesis, the breakdown of fam-
ily life is thought to lead to the breakdown of community life,
as strong families are seen as the foundation of strong 
communities. If marriage and child-bearing are a conduit to
community engagement and attachment, and intimate rela-
tionships an important source of trust and security, then it
follows that falling marriage and fertility rates, and increased

While this interpretation of family change and what it
means for community life is a dominant one, the relation-
ship between family and community life has rarely been
the focus of theoretical or empirical scrutiny. To enhance
the development of informed, evidence-based policy, this
article does three things. First, the thesis about family and
community decline is outlined in detail. Next, the paper
reports findings from recent analyses of survey data from
the Australian Institute of Family Studies Families Social
Capital and Citizenship project that explored the thesis
empirically. Finally, the policy and research implications
of these findings are discussed.

The family decline thesis
The dominant interpretation of the changes that have
occurred in family life and what they mean for community
life, as outlined above, is one of family and community
decline. We call this “the family decline thesis”. According to
this interpretation, the changes that have occurred in family
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children. And while divorce may involve the weakening of
some bonds, it may strengthen relationships between
other family members, and open up opportunities for new
relationships to be formed. 

Furthermore, others have argued that, rather than
modern relationships being defined by an amoral individ-
ualism, trust, reciprocity and equality are defining
characteristics of modern relationships (Giddens 1992). If
relationships are no longer held together by law, tradition
or financial necessity, individuals must take seriously the
needs and desires of the other. The increased level of nego-
tiation required in modern relationships can be seen to
reflect the rise of democracy within intimate life, and this
should play through to wider debates about morality and
ethics (Smart and Neale 1999: 11).

Finally, even if these changes in family life have “weak-
ened” the internal life of families, it is questionable whether
“weak families” necessarily translate into “weak communi-
ties”. An alternative perspective on the relationship between
family and community life highlights the possible tensions
between the two. From this perspective the family can in
fact be oppositional to community. In circumstances of
“familism”, family and kinship ties and obligations are ele-
vated above other sorts of social ties and obligations and
allegiance to the family “crowds out” the weaker ties of com-
munity (Winter 2000). This was a key concern of Fukuyama
(1996, 1999) and relates to the idea that the same strong ties
that bring benefits to members of a group can also exclude
others from those benefits, a theme that is also developed in
the work of Portes (1998), Putzel (1997), and in Australia by
Cox (see Cox 1995; Cox and Caldwell 2000).

In circumstances of “familism” we would expect to find
that strong bonds of trust and reciprocity inside the family
co-exist with weak bonds of trust and reciprocity outside
the family. In these circumstances the breakdown of the
family may have an upside in respect to community life in
that it may lead to greater levels of association, trust and
reciprocity outside the family. This is recognised as a

rates of divorce and separation, may lead to lower levels of
community engagement and attachment, and a decreased
trust of people generally, including strangers. Where the
family is seen as the key site for the development of behav-
ioural norms, it follows that if people don’t experience
cooperative relationships in their family life, they are less
likely to have cooperative relationships with others in the
community. Similarly, if individuals do not learn how to take
responsibility for others within the family – say, as parents
or providers – it will block their transition into responsible
adulthood (Smart and Neale 1999: 4-5; Misztal 1996). 

While the decline thesis represents the dominant inter-
pretation of changes in family life and what they mean for
community, there are of course alternative possible interpre-
tations. It is possible that the changes that have occurred in
family life are associated with “community breakdown”, but
not for the reasons the decline thesis emphasises. Another
plausible explanation for why we might expect these changes
in family life to be linked to decreased levels of community
attachment and trust is not because of their impact on the
quality of family relationships, but because of their impact on
other family resources such as time and money, which may in
turn relate to community attachment and trust 1. For exam-
ple, divorce leads to household disruption and mobility, as
well as financial strain, and these factors may in turn impede
individuals’ capacity to engage in their communities (Gallie
and Paugam 2000). For another example, women’s increased
workforce participation may be linked to “community
decline” because the time constraints associated with paid
employment may make other forms of community participa-
tion and voluntary activity more difficult.

It is also possible that the above changes in family life
are in fact unrelated, or positively related, to community
life. Family theorists who interpret changes in family life in
a positive light point out that while some family ties may
have weakened, others have become stronger (Misztal
1996). For example, while women may spend more time in
paid work, men have become more involved in bringing up
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Key measures
Household type
Presence of children
Relationship and marital status
Employment status
Support for mothers having paid work
Support for independence in intimate relationships

Key family characteristicsStep 1

Key measures
Quality of family relationships within the household
Size of kinship networks
Trust and reciprocity among kin
Norm of civic engagement in family of origin

Extent and quality of family tiesStep 2

Key measures
Educational attainment
Self reported financial wellbeing
Housing tenure (whether home owner)
Self reported health
Socio-economic disadvantage of area
Safety of neighbourhood

Other family resourcesStep 3

FAMILY LIFE

Key measures
Group membership and involvement

Community connectionsOutcome 1

Key measures
Norms of trust and reciprocity at the community level

Community normsOutcome 2

COMMUNITY LIFE



potential positive spin-off of family breakdown by
Fukuyama (1999). 

In sum, while the dominant interpretation of change in
family life and its implications for community life is one of
family and community decline, the relationship between
family and community life has rarely been the focus of
empirical scrutiny. The remainder of this article reports
on the results of analysis of survey data from the Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies Families Social Capital
and Citizenship project, which explores this link. 

In this article we look at whether the experience of
divorce and separation, life in lone-parent family
households, the employment of women, and individu-
alism in intimate relationships, are associated with low
levels of community group membership, trust and rec-
iprocity. We then explore two possible explanations for
why this might occur. 

The first explanation is that these family characteristics
are associated with a weakening of
relationships within families,
which in turn weakens commu-
nity (the decline thesis). The
second explanation is that these
family characteristics are associ-
ated with decreased access to
other resources such as human
and financial capital, and that
these resources are in turn related
to the strength of communities
(an alternative interpretation). 

We also examine the possibility
that these family characteristics
are not directly associated with
community life; or are in fact 
positively associated with com-
munity life; and the possibility
that “too much family” has nega-
tive consequences for community
life, as discussed above.

The following sections out-
line the data and method used
to explore these questions; the
findings are then presented in
summary form.

Families, Social Capital and Citizenship study
The data used in this paper are based on a random
national telephone survey of 1506 Australian adults,
collected in 2000–2001, for the Families, Social Capi-
tal and Citizenship project conducted by the
Australian Institute of Family Studies. The survey
included a wide range of questions about the extent and
quality of family and community ties and relations.

To explore the links between family and community
life, the relationship between various family factors and
community measures was examined. Two key meas-
ures of community life were used. These were feelings
of trust and reciprocity in the community, and levels of
community group membership, respectively. 

Both community trust and reciprocity were measured
on a scale of 0 to 10 and were based on respondents’ level
of agreement with the following two statements: “Gener-
ally speaking, most people can be trusted”; and “Generally
speaking, most of the time people try to be helpful”. These
were combined to form a single measure. 

The measure of community group membership was
based on respondents’ reports of the total number of
groups and organisations they belonged to, where the
types of groups ranged from parent–teacher groups to
sporting groups to professional groups and organisa-
tions. 

At the family level, three different sets of explanatory
variables were examined. These, along with the two com-
munity measures, are presented in Figure 1. 

The first set of explanatory variables (on the left of the
diagram) included key family characteristics associated
with “family change”, such as family type, marital status,
household employment, and attitudes about relation-
ships and gender roles. 

The second set of explanatory variables included
measures of the extent and quality of family relations,
including relationships with family members who live in
the same household; with kin beyond the household,

and within the respondent’s 
family of origin. The quality of
relationships within the house-
hold was a composite measure
based on levels of trust, reciproc-
ity, closeness, shared interests
and hobbies, and knowledge of
one another’s close friends. For
kinship networks a measure of
the total number of relatives
(including in-laws) was included,
as well as a composite measure of
the level of trust and reciprocity
that exists among those relatives.
Final ly a measure of  civic
engagement within one’s family
of origin was included as a way of
examining the transmission of
norms among family members.

The third set of explanatory
variables included measures of
other individual and family
resources such as health, educa-
tion and financial wellbeing, as
well as the social and economic

circumstances of the localities in which respondents
lived (for details see the full research report titled Fam-
ily Change and Community Life: Exploring the Links,
Research Paper No. 32, by Hughes and Stone (2003)). 

A series of hierarchical regression models were used
to examine the relationship between these three sets of
explanatory variables and each measure of community
life. Hierarchical regression allowed us to examine the
unique contribution of each predictor variable, con-
trolling for the effects of the other variables in the
models; and introduce the sets of explanatory variables
into the analysis in three steps, at each step assessing
what the new set of variables added to the models, and
the effect it had on the relationships already observed
in the models (Tabachnik and Fiddel 1996: 149-150).

In the first step we established whether there was a
relationship between community life and the key fam-
ily characteristics associated with family change. That
is, whether the experience of divorce and separation,
life in lone-parent family households, the employment
of women, or individualism in intimate relationships,
were associated with levels of community group mem-
bership, trust and reciprocity.
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analyses, when only the key family characteristics were
included in the regression models (along with the three con-
trol variables), married men were estimated to have
significantly higher levels of community trust and reciprocity
than unmarried men (that is, higher levels of trust in people
generally, including strangers, and confidence that people
try to be helpful). In addition, men who were divorced or sep-
arated were estimated to have significantly lower levels of
group membership, trust and reciprocity than men in any
other relationship situation. These findings are consistent
with previous research that has found the highest levels of
trust and civic activity among those who are married (Put-
nam 1996; Hughes and Black 2003). However, we found no
evidence that marital status was associated with community
group membership, trust or reciprocity for women (when the
other key family characteristics, and control variables, were
taken into account). 

Including measures of the extent and quality of family rela-
tionships in the models in the second stage of the analyses modi-
fied the effect of marital status on community trust and reciproc-

ity for men. The estimated effect of
being in a defacto relationship was
reduced by about 14 per cent, the esti-
mated effect of being divorced or sepa-
rated was reduced by about 17 per cent
and the estimated effect of beinng single
and never married was reduced and no
longer statistically significant. This sug-
gests that one of the reasons married
men have higher levels of trust and reci-
procity than unmarried men is that they
have more extensive and supportive
family relationships, and these family
relationships can be an important
source of community connection and
trust (a finding discussed further below).
Thus we found some support for the
decline thesis among men. Marital sta-
tus may not be as relevant for women
possibly because women have tradition-
ally placed more emphasis on fostering
and/or maintaining family relationships
than have men, regardless of their rela-
tionship status, age or stage in the life
course (Finch and Mason 1993). 

Including the resource variables in the models in the third
stage of analysis further modified the effect of marital status
on community trust and reciprocity for men, and also modi-
fied the effect of marital status on group membership. For
community trust and reciprocity, the estimated effect of
being in a defacto relationship dropped by about 8 per cent
and the estimated effect of being divorced or separated
dropped by about 38 per cent; and for group membership the
estimated effect of being divorced or separated dropped and
became non significant. This suggests that part of the reason
married men have higher levels of community group mem-
bership, trust and reciprocity that men who are not married
is that married men have higher levels of human and financial
capital, and these resources are in turn related to community
group membership, trust and reciprocity (another finding
discussed further below). That is, married men have greater
levels of income, health and home ownership, and are more
likely to live in safe and well resourced neighbourhoods, and
these conditions appear to facilitate high levels of community
group membership, trust and reciprocity. However, even
when the extent and quality of one’s family relationships and

In the second step we established whether community
group membership, trust and reciprocity were related to the
extent and quality of family relationships. In addition, we
examined whether this might be the reason that the above
family characteristics may be related to community group
membership, trust and reciprocity. That is, whether the expe-
rience of divorce and separation, life in lone-parent family
households, the employment of women, or individualism in
intimate relationships, may be associated with levels of com-
munity group membership, trust and reciprocity because
they are associated with changes in the extent and quality of
family relationships. 

In the third step we established whether community group
membership, trust and reciprocity were associated with
other individual, family and neighbourhood resources such
as education, health, household financial wellbeing and the
relative socio-economic status of the neighbourhood. As in
the second step, we also examined whether varying access to
these resources might explain why the above family charac-
teristics may be related to community group membership,
trust and reciprocity. That is, whether
divorce, lone-parent family house-
holds, household employment, or
individualism in intimate relation-
ships,  may be associated with
community group membership, trust
and reciprocity because they are asso-
ciated with resources such as income,
education and the neighbourhood in
which one lives.

At each step we also controlled for
other variables which were not of spe-
cific interest in the paper but which
the literature suggests might also be
important predictors of community
group membership, trust and reci-
procity, including respondent’s age,
whether the respondent spoke a lan-
guage other than English at home or
with their family, and locality type
(rural or remote area indicator).

We examined men and women
separately. We also ran an additional
set of models for the sub-sample of
women with dependent children,
because only respondents with dependent children were
asked about the quality of family relationships within the
household, and there were few men in these circumstances
included in the study. Thus how the quality of family rela-
tionships within the household relates to community
group membership, trust and reciprocity was only exam-
ined for women with dependent children.

The main findings, along with policy and research
implications, are presented below in summary form (The
full research report is available from the Australian Insti-
tute of Family Studies, or the Institute’s website). 

Seven key findings
Overall, we found support for some aspects of the decline
thesis, but also several important variations and qualifica-
tions to the thesis that need to be highlighted. 

First key finding
Our first key finding was that marital status is a powerful pre-
dictor of community outcomes for men. In the first stage of
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Third key finding
Our third key finding was that there appears to be a tension
between family and community life for lone mothers. For
partnered mothers, the quality of household relationships
was positively associated with membership in community
groups and organisations. That is, the more close, engaged,
trusting and reciprocal their household bonds, the higher
their levels of group membership. In contrast, for lone moth-
ers the quality of household relationships was unrelated to
community group membership and was negatively related
to trust and reciprocity at the community level. That is, the
stronger their household bonds the lower their reported lev-
els of community trust and reciprocity.

One possible explanation for this pattern is that for part-
nered mothers, the quality of family relationships in the
household reflects the support provided by their partners at
home, and the more cooperative their relationship with their
partner the more they are able to pursue interests outside the
home. In contrast, for lone mothers the quality of household
relationships reflects the quality of their relationships with
their children and between their children (levels of close-
ness, trust, reciprocity, shared activities and knowledge of
each others’ friends) and a focus on family relationships may
be something of a trade-off with community engagement
because of the time and resource constraints they face. 

These findings suggest that if we want to foster high levels of
community engagement, trust and reciprocity among those with
responsibility for the care of young children, we need also to
support their caring responsibilities at home.

Fourth key finding
Fourth, we found that working full-time was associated with
low levels of community trust and reciprocity among women
with dependent children. While this finding may also be seen
as providing support for the decline thesis, it did not appear
to be explained by the impact of women’s work on the qual-
ity of family relations (and in turn impacting on community
life). Rather, it is likely that long hours spent in paid work are
not conducive to community engagement where one also
has primary or sole responsibility for the care of young chil-
dren, because of the time constraints and pressures
associated with parenting and full-time work. 

These findings suggest that if we want to foster high levels of
community engagement and trust we need to pay attention to
issues of work and family balance, particularly for women. It may
be unrealistic to expect high levels of community engagement
and workforce participation from those who have primary
responsibility for the care of young children.

Fifth key finding
Our fifth finding was that non-traditional attitudes to rela-
tionships and gender roles – including support for maternal
employment and support for personal autonomy in inti-
mate relationships – were associated with high levels of
community group membership, trust and reciprocity. 

This finding is not consistent with the decline thesis.
Rather this finding gives credence to Giddens’ (1992) view
that the increased respect for personal autonomy and
equality that exists in modern relationships should carry
through to public life, fostering broader democratic prac-
tices and ideals. However, it is also possible that causality
operates in the opposite direction – that the experience of
being involved in community groups and organisations,
and/or a tendency to think the best of others (that people

other resources were taken into account, married men still
had higher levels of trust and reciprocity than unmarried
men. Thus neither the more extensive family bonds nor other
resources of married men can fully explain why they have
higher levels of trust and reciprocity than unmarried men.

Future research could explore how marital status is linked to men’s
broader family and community connections – or the mechanisms
and processes by which these variables are entwined. This could
inform a policy focus on helping men to build and/or maintain
strong family and community relationships regardless of their
marital or household circumstances.

Second key finding
Our second key finding was that men with children
reported lower levels of community trust and reciprocity
than men without children. This finding is not consistent
with well known research by Robert Putnam (1996) who
found that trust and civic engagement were highest among
those who were both married and had children – research
which lent support to the view that marriage and family
formation are the foundation of strong communities. 

However this finding is consistent with more recent Aus-
tralian research by Hughes and Black (2003) that found
community trust to be lower among people with children, par-
ticularly pre-school and primary school age children. Hughes
and Black (2003) interpret this finding as suggesting that the
vulnerability of young children may make parents feel more
cautious about, or wary of, strangers. Similarly, we found evi-
dence in our own analyses that low levels of community trust
and reciprocity among men with children may in part be
explained by greater concern about community safety. When
men’s perception of the safety of their neighbourhood was
included in the models in the final stage of analyses (along
with other individual, family and neighbourhood resources) it
emerged as a significant predictor of community trust and
reciprocity, and there was no longer any apparent difference
between men with and without children. 

Our findings also suggest that low levels of trust and rec-
iprocity among men with children may be explained in
part by the resource constraints associated with having
children. Our indicator of poor health was also an impor-
tant predictor of community trust and reciprocity in the
final models; and both poor health and unsafe neighbour-
hoods are in turn associated with other resources such as
income, education, and the relative socio-economic status
of one’s neighbourhood. In addition, men with children
are more likely to be “time poor” than men without chil-
dren, having less time to engage in their communities and
build relationships outside their families.

While having children was not related to levels of group
membership for men or women in this study, having 
children may be related to particular types of group mem-
bership and engagement. Previous research has found that
those with children in the family are more likely to be
involved in voluntary activities than those without chil-
dren, but that people without these commitments of family
life have much higher overall levels of social participation
than those involved in couple relationships and with chil-
dren (Hughes and Black 2003).

These findings suggest that safe neighbourhoods and adequate
levels of resources may be important conditions for fostering
community engagement and trust among those with young
children.
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are trustworthy and generally try to be helpful) may foster
non-traditional attitudes to relationships and gender roles,
or counter conservative ones.

This finding suggests that attitudes and values play an important
role in shaping how people interact with their communities, and
in building community trust.This further suggests, in conjunction
with our other findings and findings of previous studies (Hughes,
Bellamy and Black 2000), that a liberal education – particularly
one that fosters broadmindedness and values of tolerance and
equality - may foster community engagement and trust.

Sixth key finding
Sixth, we found that “good quality” family relationships
relate to community group membership, trust and reciproc-
ity, but not in clear or consistent ways. High levels of trust
and reciprocity within families were related to high levels of
community group membership, trust and reciprocity in
some circumstances, but in other circumstances appeared
to limit possibilities for community engagement and activity
(in a way that is characteristic of “familism”). As outlined
above, high levels of trust and reciprocity in the household
were associated with high levels of group membership for
partnered mothers, but low levels of community trust and
reciprocity for lone mothers. In addition, high levels of trust
and reciprocity among extended family networks were asso-
ciated with high levels of community trust and reciprocity
for men and women, but low levels of group membership
among men (when other variables were taken into account).
These findings suggest that it is not only lone mothers who
may experience a tension or trade-off between family and
community life. Men appeared to invest in either kinship
relationships or civic engagement, but not strongly in both,
on average, when other variables were taken into account.

In contrast, we consistently found that respondents who
grew up in families where there was a high level of commu-
nity involvement and/or civic activity were more likely to
belong to community groups and organisations as adults. 

These findings suggest that high levels of engagement, trust and
reciprocity within families do not necessarily translate into broader
forms of community engagement and trust (although this
assumption underlies the decline thesis and is common among
policy makers and the popular media).However,children who grow
up in families with high levels of community activity are more likely
to become engaged and active citizens.

Seventh key finding
Our seventh and final key finding was that resources such as
human and financial capital, and the socio-economic cir-
cumstances of localities, are also strongly related to levels of
community group membership, trust and reciprocity, among
men and women. Being in good health and living in a safe
neighbourhood were key predictors of community trust and
reciprocity in the final models (when all the variables were
taken into account), and both were associated with high levels
of trust and reciprocity. In addition, being tertiary qualified, in
good health, a home owner, financially comfortable and living
in a socio-economically advantaged neighbourhood were
associated with high levels of group membership.

Overall, access to these resources appeared to account
for more variation in our community measures than did the
key family characteristics associated with family change, or
the extent and quality of family relationships. Resources
clearly accounted for the most variation in levels of group
membership, which we can conclude is essentially a middle

class phenomena. Resources also appeared to explain more
overall variation in levels of community trust and reciproc-
ity among women than did the other family characteristics.
However this can not be said of men for whom variables
such as marital status were equally powerful predictors of
community trust and reciprocity. 

These findings suggest that at least a minimum level of financial and
human capital resources as well as time are likely to be necessary for
the translation of strong family relationships into community
engagement and trust.And that more broadly speaking,social con-
nections and trust between families and their communities may be
enhanced through access to other resources such as money, educa-
tion,public health,and safe,resourced neighbourhoods.

Summary
This paper has set out the dominant thesis about how the
changes that have occurred in family life may be linked to
the quality of community life. This thesis – which we have
called “the family decline thesis” – suggests that the changes
that have occurred in family life have led to the breakdown
of community life, including levels of group membership,
trust and reciprocity in communities. The second part of
this paper has described findings from analyses of survey
data which examined how levels of community group mem-
bership, trust and reciprocity relate to some of the key
family characteristics associated with family change includ-
ing family type, marital status, household employment, and
attitudes about relationships and gender roles.

These findings showed that some of the family character-
istics associated with family change were related to
community group membership, trust and reciprocity in a way
that is consistent with the decline thesis. In particular, divorce
for men and full time employment for women were associated
with low levels of community group membership, trust and
reciprocity. This appeared to be in part accounted for by how
these variables relate to levels of connectedness within fami-
lies (most notably for men) as well as levels of resources
including time (most notably for women with children). 

However, some of these family characteristics were also
associated with community group membership, trust and
reciprocity in a way that challenged the decline thesis. In
particular, we found no evidence that children are a conduit
to community attachment and trust, for men or women. In
addition, we found no evidence that non-traditional family
values or increased levels of individualism in intimate rela-
tionships are a threat to community life. In fact, the opposite
may be true. We found that men and women who support
maternal employment and individual autonomy in intimate
relationships have higher levels of community group mem-
bership, trust and reciprocity than men and women with
more traditional attitudes to relationships and gender roles.

In addition, our findings make clear that a focus upon
“maintaining” family relationships alone will not always
result in improved outcomes for communities. Resources
are equally important if not more important predictors of
community group membership, trust and reciprocity, than
the structure or quality of family relations. 

As well as challenging some of the dominant assumptions
about family and community life that exist in academic and
policy discourse, these findings provide some clues about
how to support the diversity that exists in family life with the
broader aim of strengthening communities. In particular, it
suggests that supporting positive family relationships for
men, ensuring adequate resources for families, and helping
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families to balance their work and family commitments, will
foster greater levels of community trust and engagement. The
findings also suggest that other policies, such as education
and regional development policies, need to be an important
part of any thrust to improve broader community outcomes.

Finally, the analyses described in this paper explained only
some of the variation in levels of community group member-
ship and levels of trust and reciprocity (6 to 12 per cent and
22 to 24 respectively). This means that there are other impor-
tant explanatory variables left to be examined. Future
avenues of research could explore how community group
membership, trust and reciprocity relate to individual per-
sonality characteristics and demographic factors such as
cultural background or ethnicity, which the literature sug-
gests may be important correlates of community group
membership, trust and reciprocity (De Neve and Cooper
1998; Fukuyama 1999; Hughes, Bellamy and Black 2000). 

While this paper has focused on “family” ties, networks of
friends, neighbours and/or workmates may also be conduits to
broader forms of community engagement, trust and reciproc-
ity. If the move away from traditional
patterns of partnering, marriage and
family formation is associated with
the elevation in importance of infor-
mal ties outside the family (Pahl
2000; Budgeon and Roseneil 2002;
Monti et al 2002), it is possible 
that some of these non-family rela-
tionships substitute for, or take on the
function of, family relationships as
theorised at the beginning of this
paper – providing trust and support
and a basis for building broader com-
munity ties and trust. The changing
nature and function of these relation-
ships, and the extent to which they
provide links to broader forms of
community engagement, may be a
fruitful source of future research.

Endnote
1 Although family decline theorists empha-

sise the negative impact of changes in fam-
ily norms and behaviours, some recognise
that decreased resources associated with
family decline may also relate to declining
community engagement (see, for example, Fukuyama 1999). However,
economic resources are not prioritised in the explanations provided by
the decline thesis generally.
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As “strong families” are seen
as the cornerstone of “strong
communities”, the breakdown
of family life is thought to
lead to the breakdown of 
community



children have the benefit of the love and care of both their
parents when a couple separates” (Williams and Anthony
2003). This view is consistent with arguments put by
advocates of joint residence that focus on the benefits for
children of maintaining a close relationship with both par-
ents (Bauserman 2002). By contrast, opponents of joint
residence typically emphasise children’s need for stability
and the potential harm for children of being exposed to
ongoing high levels of parental conflict, parental neglect or
psychopathology (Bauserman 2002; Brotsky et al. 1991).

Despite substantial interest in “splitting” parental
care “down the middle” after separation, little is known
about parents who opt for equal (or near equal) care of
their children, how these arrangements are structured,
and how well they work (but see, for example, Abaranel
1979; Brotsky et al. 1991; Braver and O’Connell 1999;
Bauserman 2002 in the United States context). This gap
in our knowledge is not surprising given that such
arrangements are relatively rare in Australia. Indeed,
less than three percent of children with a natural 
parent living elsewhere had “shared care” arrangements
in 1997 – defined by the Australian Bureau of Statistics
(ABS 1998) as involving at least 30 per cent of time 
spent with each parent. Moreover, less than 4 per cent of

n 1997, around one million children in Australia
under 18 were living with one natural parent
and had a parent living elsewhere (ABS 1998).
Thus a core concern for public policy continues
to be how to foster the continuing care and sup-

port of children following parental separation. 
The Australian Government has recently announced a 

parliamentary inquiry to investigate whether a legal pre-
sumption of joint residence should become part of
Australian family law – that is, if parents separate and can-
not agree on arrangements for their children, the starting
point should be that children spend equal time with each
parent. Where there is evidence that this arrangement
would not be in the children’s best interests then adjust-
ments would apply. Equal time means that children would
usually move between two homes. The Government’s
interest in a “joint residence” model may be heralding the
most extensive reform of the law relating to children since
the introduction of the Family Law Act in 1975. 

Why 50:50 care? The forthcoming parliamentary
inquiry “seeks to address community concerns about the
operation of contact and child support arrangements for
separated families and reflects the Government’s commit-
ment to ensuring that, to the greatest extent possible,
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What are the motives, arrangements, and reflections

of separated parents who spend equal time with their

children?  This paper provides some insights.
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parents registered with the Child Support Agency last
year were deemed to have “shared care” of their chil-
dren – defined by the Child Support Agency (2003) as
involving 40-60 per cent of time spent with each parent.

In this paper, we examine the arrangements, motives,
and reflections of such parents. While the primary pur-
pose of the data being drawn on is to inform a larger
study by the Institute investigating contact and child
support issues, they also offer useful insights into some
of the “hows, when’s and why’s” of shared care. 

The focus groups
This paper draws on qualitative data derived from a
series of focus groups (see Smyth, Caruana and Ferro
(2003) for a description of the full methodology). Par-
ticipants were recruited through a story in a Melbourne
newspaper combined with snowball sampling. 

The following analysis is based on the responses of
12 separated or divorced parents (seven fathers in one
focus group, five mothers in another), each of whom
had an equal (or near-equal) shared care arrangement.
Half of the parents had re-partnered. Only two of the 12
parents were from the same former union.

All of the parents lived relatively close to their for-
mer partner. Seven of the 12 parents reported getting
along well with their former partner, three said that
they didn’t get along too well, and two had little or no
communication. All except three of the participants
made their own parenting arrangements without
involvement in the legal system. All of the men had
reduced or relatively flexible work arrangements; all of
the women were in paid work.

Parents in the 50:50 care focus groups appear to be
a relatively distinct subgroup of separated parents.
Their profiles shed light on some of the basic condi-
tions conducive to shared parenting: proximity, work
flexibility, a degree of financial independence, and a
cooperative co-parenting style – which perhaps largely
explains why most of these parents did not seek legal
interventions. Interestingly, two of the three parents
(one male, one female) who did go to court are the
same two parents who reported avoiding their former
partners in their parenting patterns but nonetheless
managed 50:50 care. 

While this profile is informative in its own right, we
now turn to the qualitative data to try to get under-
neath the family dynamics of 50:50 care.
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They have two boys and a teenage daughter. Rod has repart-
nered but Sally has not. They have an extremely
cooperative relationship and are happy with their shared
parenting arrangement (see Figure 1). The complexity of
their arrangement appears to be a function of each family
member’s need to have frequent contact with one another.

According to Sally:

“We have a very informal arrangement which we just
arrived at ourselves and we’ve stuck with that since . . .
I think we’ve been separated about four and a half years
now. So we have stuck to that for the sake of the 
children. And we do a little bit like what you were 
saying . . . the children are with me Sunday night, Mon-

day night, Tuesday night – with Rod Wednesday night,
Thursday night. And on the weekends we swap, so who-
ever’s weekend it is has them on the Friday night and
then the other person has them on the Saturday night
and the Sunday and then they come back to me on the
Sunday night. It sounds mucky – it works for us. None
of us wanted to not see them for very long. I don’t know
how you do the-week-without-them thing. Neither Rod
nor I would agree to that for a minute. We might now
that they’re at secondary school, but I couldn’t have
managed that personally when they were young.”

Sally and Rod’s schedule is very child-focused in that the
children’s activities act as anchor points for changeover.
For instance, on Saturdays, the boys play basketball. One
parent arrives with the children. Both parents watch the
game, after which the other parent takes the children.
The weekend rotation means that weekend time (often
viewed as “quality” leisure time by parents) is shared so
that Friday and Saturday night care is alternated, allowing
both parents to have a social life.

In passing it is noteworthy that Sally and Rod had dis-
cussions this year with their children about changing the
pattern of care. They were concerned that their teenage
daughter might have wanted something a little different
from her younger brothers. To both parents’ surprise, all
three children wanted to keep the pattern as it was.

Kathy
Kathy is aged 40. She and her former husband have shared
the care of their ten-year-old son and six-year-old daughter
for five years. Kathy’s arrangements (see Figure 1) and 
perceptions differ markedly in some ways from those of
Sally and Rod. This may be because Kathy and her former

Family dynamics of shared care
Findings are structured in two parts. First, three case
studies are offered. Second, key themes that emerged
from the interviews are presented. Given the micro-scale
of the design and samples, the following observations are
framed as “insights” rather than findings.

Two caveats should be noted. First, the richness and
depth of respondents’ individual stories can never be
fully represented by any form of data display. Second,
the groups of separated men and women are very small,
and they were not drawn randomly from the general
population of separated or divorced parents. Thus no
claim is made that the responses are representative of
shared care parents or generalise to that population.
Qualitative data are not used to draw inferences about a
particular population at large. Rather, they provide in-
depth information about context, diversity and process.

Case studies
As mentioned earlier, little is known in Australia about
how parents who opt for shared care split their time with
their children. Responses from the focus groups point to
great diversity. What follows are three brief case studies
that illustrate a range of 50:50 contact schedules, and
the family dynamics around these schedules.

Simon
Simon is 30, and has been separated for about four years.
He has repartnered, and has had a “week about” arrange-
ment almost from the outset, with changeovers occurring
on Fridays (see Figure 1). Simon is a strong advocate of
shared care, and personifies engaged fatherhood:

“I have two daughters: one who’s seven and the
other’s just turned nine. And they’re awesome kids.
I love hanging out with them. They never cease to
amaze me, and they’re always entertaining. We just
love hanging out.”

Simon’s dealings with his former partner are not always
cordial and cooperative. He does not define his arrange-
ment as “co-parenting” but rather sees it as two parents
each doing their own thing (that is, “parallel parenting”).
Nonetheless he was one of the most enthusiastic advo-
cates of the joys of shared care:

“I was actually rapt when I heard about it [the possi-
bility of shared parenting] because it’s an enormous
opportunity for me. It’s been a great experience.
When I went to court to get the divorce the Magistrate
said to me: ‘How’s it going? I haven’t seen many peo-
ple in your situation.’ I said, ‘It’s been going fantastic!’
She was amazed, and hadn’t heard much of that.”

Simon continues:

“A lot of guys who have just separated don’t realise
that it’s an option. They think ‘standard care’ is all
there is out there”.

Sally and Rod 
Sally (aged 45) and Rod (aged 49) are from the same former
union. They have been separated for four and a half years.

Family Matters No.65 Winter 2003  Australian Institute of Family Studies 50

The government’s interest in a “joint residence” model may be heralding the most extensive reform 
of the law relating to children since the introduction of the Family Law Act in 1975.



Equal time parenting schedules: some examples

partner have little contact with each other. Essentially
they “parallel parent”. They have been involved in 
extensive litigation regarding the children and have an
extremely detailed order.

Kathy says:

“Well mine’s [her arrangement] very rigid and we
don’t deviate or else I end up back in court. The
children’s changeover is predominantly after
school, so Monday night they go to their dad’s,
then they get picked up from school. Tuesday
they’re at their dad’s. Wednesday I pick them up
from school. Then they’re with me Wednesday
night and Thursday night. Weekends alternate
and on his weekend he brings them back to me on
the Sunday night. 

The kids adjusted to it. They get annoyed at times
and say, ‘I wish I didn’t have to go’ or ‘I wish I didn’t

have to do this!’ Because it’s not
an amicable situation there’s lots
of games being played of socks
not being returned and toys can’t
be transferred, and things like
that. We have issues around their
possessions and then they’re
manipulated as part of a power
struggle. So that becomes quite
difficult. But in relation to the
children, they know the routine.
It’s been that way basically since
– what, we’ve been split now five
years and it was probably six
months after the split, this was
the arrangement. And so it hasn’t
been any different. But how they
like it, I don’t really know at this
stage because they just know
that’s what the judge said so
that’s the arrangement.”

It is interesting to note that one of the anchor points in
both Sally and Kathy’s schedules is Sunday night,
whereby the children start the school week with their
mother. On this point, Kathy is clear:

“I agreed to allow him access because he was their
father at the end of the day. But given that Patrick
was about to start school I stipulated that I wanted
them on the Sunday night so at least I knew that he
would go to bed at a reasonable hour and he would
be ready for school. Yeah, so that’s basically how
we set it up. He said ‘I want 50:50’ and I said ‘well
not quite’ because at least at the beginning of the
week I know they’ve gone to bed, and as I said they
were only really little. And he was entitled to be a
father still. But there have been a lot of pitfalls
because it hasn’t been like yours [like Sally’s], as in
amicable. There were egos that we had to contend
with as well as access. And quite often he forgets
that the actions that he’s taking are ultimately
affecting them – they will affect me but I can get
over it because I can see through it, whereas they
are the ones that have to wear it and live with it,
and that’s where it’s really hard.”

Some of Kathy’s reflections allude to the children being
“caught in the middle”. As pointed out by Ricci (1997),

a good legal agreement does not guarantee a good out-
come for children. 

It is important to note that other 50:50 timeshare
schedules were operating outside of those described
above, with “week about” being the most common
arrangement. However, even in this pattern, there 
were differences in the day on which handover
occurred (such as Friday or Monday) (see Figure 1). 
On this point, a common theme among participants
was a strong desire for guidance by way of information
or services to assist in (a) ensuring that a shared 
care arrangement was suitable for their particular 
circumstances, and (b) helping to develop a schedule
that would fit those circumstances.

For instance, Kathy was happy to try a 50:50 care
arrangement but was keen to have some information
about how to set up a schedule. She pressed a Family
Court mediator but to no avail:

“When I put it on the mediator – not so much to
give me the answers but to give me and my ex
ideas on the variables that you need to consider
in this model – they weren’t forthcoming. It was
an answer like: ‘You have to work it out. You’re an
individual group and you need to do it.’ Which
made it really difficult because then it looked like
I was dictating terms to which he [her former
spouse] repelled straight away.” 
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Figure 1

Source: Smyth, B., Caruana, C. & Ferro, A. (2003), Australian Institute of Family
Studies, Melbourne. 
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involved from day one, and would do that anyway.
And just the principle that it’s fair that the child
needs to see the mother and the father.” [Paul 46;
daughter aged 13]

Mothers voiced two dominant motivations for 50:50
care. First, they felt that a high degree of father involve-
ment was in their children’s best interests. Second,
they believed that fathers were entitled to maintain a
key role in their children’s lives.

Camille says:

“I thought it was crucial . . . the girls adored their
dad and despite his failings, and my failings as
well, in our relationship, I wasn’t going to let that
cloud my judgment with him being a role model
for them in the future. It just wasn’t an option . . .
And it’s been fabulous for the girls and their rela-
tionship with their dad. He takes them fishing,
camping. He does more now than he did when we
were married. Which is awesome. I just love it. It’s

Key themes
Six key themes emerged from the data: parents’ motives;
work and money issues; quality time versus quantity of
time; paternal competence; logistical challenges; and a
child-focused mindset. These themes are punctuated by
some interpretive commentary framed as “insights”. 

Parental motives
One of the transition questions that we asked, “Why this
pattern of contact?”, sought to identify the thinking
behind different patterns of care. When we asked, “Why
shared care?” to the co-parents in the 50:50 arrange-
ments, some gender differences emerged.

Fathers’ sense of their own rights as parents appeared
to be a key motivating factor:

For Conrad, the 50:50 split appeared to be a compromise:

“I was after full custody. The best I got was custody
of one, and shared care of the other.” [Conrad 58;
son 17, daughter 19, two teenage stepsons]

Rod’s motives appeared to be based on his own parent-
ing rights: 

“I was quite adamant that I wanted 50 per cent on
that because a male has got as much to give as a
female, and the children were only very young. And
I’ve got as much experience at bringing up children
as my wife has, because it was her first experience
as well.” [Rod 53; three children – two boys and a
teenage girl]

Andrew appeared to gain a split arrangement by default:

“My ex wanted to spend time with her new man,
and I don’t think she felt capable so she gave me
the kid half time. Just because it was easier for
her.” [Andrew 43; daughter aged six]

Simon’s arrangement seems to have grown out of both
default and his own sense of parenting rights:

“My ex is very busy. And also she left me so she
had to go and find a place. So of course I was left
with full custody of the kids until she found a new
place. And also there was no way I was going to
give up any more than 50 per cent, and she knew
that I’d take that as far as I had to.” [Simon 30;
two daughters aged seven and nine]

Unlike the other fathers, Paul’s motives were more
child-focused and in that regard were more in line with
the mother’s views (see below):

“In my case it was that my own level of maternal
drive, and also the fact that mum knew I was very
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Insight 1 Which split?

There appears to be much diversity in how parents with 50:50 care divide
their time with their children.Even in the most common pattern of shared
care in the groups,“week about”,parents differed on the day (and way) that
the weekly changeovers occurred.

50:50 care may be “fair” but it is not simple, and parents have little infor-
mation to guide them. Several questions for parents suggest themselves:
Which time split? What works? What if we can’t agree?

great for the kids.” [Camille, about 35; two daugh-
ters aged 10 and 13]

Kathy recalls:

“Mine was because he was entitled to have them
and I felt they were entitled to have their father so
I wasn’t going to deny them any access to him, but
that was his agenda . . . But there have been a lot
of pitfalls because it hasn’t been . . . amicable.”
[Kathy 40; daughter aged six, son aged ten]

For Sally:

“There just never seemed to be any option for us.
We both wanted them and the kids wanted to be
with both of us. So we just came to the best
arrangement that we could. And there was no rea-
son for them to be with me more than with him.
There was just no question ever and there hasn’t
been ever since. And the kids run out the door
when he arrives – I could never imagine it being
any other way really for us.” [Sally 45; two sons
and a teenage daughter]

The preceding three case studies suggest the first
insight: 



Rachel’s motivation for a 50:50 arrangement appears to
have derived from a strong moral position on the equal
rights of parents – strong enough, it seems, to have
overcome some serious concerns she initially had
about her former partner (a Family Court counsellor
advised Rachel not to leave the children in their
father’s care):

“You can’t choose someone to father your children
and then decide that it’s not right to have anything
other than equal access to your children. So it was
a philosophical point of view. In practice, for many
years I was worried I’d made a terrible mistake,
and I think I’m nearly at the point where I think it’s
worked out well. But I believe I took a very big
risk.” [Rachel 43; two teenage daughters]

Andrew says:

“I run a small business . . . I just always put my
daughter first and the business second . . . If I show
up on occasions with a kid in tow, clients don’t mind.
It works really well.” [Andrew 43; daughter aged six]

Stephen adds:

“I work in the community sector and I work four
days a week, and they’re very flexible about it. The
week that I haven’t got the kids I work extra hours
and when I do have them, I finish at school time.”
[Stephen, 42; three children aged 8, 11 and 13]

Mothers, on the other hand, found that paid employment
gave them the ability to make choices for themselves and
their children. 

According to Rachel, money is a critical factor: 

“I could imagine that money would be an extremely
constraining factor in many arrangements like this
[50:50 shared care]. I’m grateful that that’s not
been a big issue for us, but I’m certain it must be
very difficult if you’ve not got good choices available
to you.” [Rachel 43; two teenage daughters]

Rachel’s comment alludes to the economic pressures 
that are likely to face either parent in opting for 
shared care. 
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Insight 2 Motives – his and hers?

Insight 3 The work-family balance

A range of motives for 50:50 care is evident:
For many of the fathers, their own need to be involved as parents
appears to have been a key motivating factor for 50:50 care.
By contrast, mothers appeared to be motivated by the rights of both
the child and the father to continue their relationship.
It may well be that as fathers become embedded in their children’s
lives, they become more child-focused.

Parents who spend equal time with their children need access to family-
friendly work patterns. Both mothers and fathers who opt for shared care
generally appear to be in a financial position that allows them to make
choices about their work-family balance.

Work and money
One of the most conspicuous features of the mothers
and fathers in the 50:50 care groups was that all were 
in paid employment. In the case of fathers, all had 
some degree of flexibility in their work hours – indeed,
some had chosen to work a four-day week or less, 
while others had changed jobs (or stayed in jobs) 
to give them this flexibility. All of the fathers appeared
to have framed their work patterns to care for their
children.

Quality time versus quantity of time
A defining feature of the fathers with shared care 
was the way in which they viewed contact. In asking
them about the sorts of things that they did with 
their children, and which (if any) dimensions of 
contact (for example, quantity, quality, predictability,
or flexibility) were more important than others, 
fathers spoke of how time gave them a chance to do
simple everyday things with children – quality things.

Andrew reflects:

“For me . . . basically it’s quantity of time. Spend-
ing a lot of time together, just wandering around .
. . with her on my shoulders when she was little
enough to stay up there without killing me. 
Eating together . . . watching TV together – 
the day-to-day boring stuff.” [Andrew 43; daugh-
ter aged six]

Nigel expressed many of the fathers’ thoughts on this
issue:

“What do I do with the kids? I’d say: I’m around
them.” [Nigel 55; four teenage children]

The government’s interest in a “joint residence” model may be heralding the most extensive reform 
of the law relating to children since the introduction of the Family Law Act in 1975.



Nigel: “That really depends in my case on reason-
able relations with my ex-wife. Reasonable relations
make so much possible.” 

[Rod 49; two sons and a teenage daughter. Nigel
53; four teenage children]

Paternal competence
Many of the fathers had found shared care to be an
extremely rewarding experience. This did not mean, 
of course, that they found it easy learning how to be a
primary carer.

Andrew provided a sharp image of his own growth in
this regard at three different points in the focused
group interview:

• “I felt terribly alone after the separation. Me and
a 15-month-old baby and a broken heart, and a
pile of nappies. Bloody traumatic. Just you and
the kid. There’s no mother, sisters, health care
nurses. Nothin’.”

• “But something that I found really interesting
was that apparently nature’s built all sorts 
of nurturing instincts in men that nuclear 
families have kind of forgotten about. It’s all
just there waiting to be discovered. And it’s 
terrific to find it in yourself, to go for it . . . 
It’s wonderful!”

• “I found one of the hardest things was getting
in touch with my gut instinct, and then just
having confidence in it.” [Andrew 43; daughter
aged six]
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Insight 6 Reasonable relations

50:50 care affords parents the chance to spend time with their children,
from which “quality time” can flow. Time allows fathers to embed them-
selves in their children’s lives – “being”rather than “doing”.

Parental separation is a major life transition. Some fathers may benefit
from practical and emotional support – especially in managing role 
transitions and/or caring for very young children.

Shared care involves many logistical challenges. Parental cooperation can
help to overcome these challenges.

Insight 4 It’s about time

Insight 5 The road less travelled

Logistical challenges
Shared parenting involving a 50:50 split is probably the
most logistically complex parenting arrangement 
possible. It can place huge demands on children and
parents (Benjamin and Irving 1995). The complexity 
of shared care became abundantly clear during one
interchange between two fathers, Rod and Nigel:

Rod: “We see each other all the time. Clothes? . . .
I’m forever driving here and dropping off school
clothes there . . .”

Nigel: “We have three sets of everything – one in
each household and one set lost somewhere in-
between. And it’s kind of true that stuff gravitates
one way and you’ve got to say: ‘Hey! I’m out of
this!’ or ‘Where are all my towels?’”

Rod: “Or you do a big wash and say ‘I’ve got 
everything!’” 

Putting kids first
Nigel’s final comment that “reasonable relations make so
much possible” embodies a key insight that Ricci (1997)
and others (for example, Funder 1993; Reynolds 2001)
have previously articulated: the way that parents relate
to each other after separation is crucial. 

This, of course, is one of the key challenges for all
parents who separate: being able to disentangle their

prior intimate relationship from their parenting. It seems
reasonable to assume that in Nigel’s case, “reasonable
relations” is his way of describing a structured business-
like working relationship with his former partner for the
sake of their children. The child-focused flavour of this
working relationship was indeed a common thread that
ran through many of the comments of mothers and
fathers in the 50:50 care focus groups.

Camille reflects:

“Yes it’s amicable. We just take our egos out of the
equation and do what’s best for the kids basically.
All the time.” [Camille, about 35; two daughters
aged 10 and 13]

Nigel is adamant on this point:

“We never use the kids as pawns . . . or as ammu-
nition, or say: ‘Who do you want to live with?’”
[Nigel 55; four teenage children]

And Andrew appears to be very committed to a coop-
erative parenting pattern:

“We keep a good working relationship . . . there’s a
lot of generosity towards each other, and we both
remember that it’s about the kids, and that’s impor-
tant.” [Andrew 43; daughter aged six]

Specifically, a number of conditions – relational and structural – appear conducive to making 
shared care a viable option for separated parents.



Conclusions
This paper has examined the arrangements, motives,
and reflections of a small group of separated parents who
share equally in the care of their children. It is important
to note that no claim is made that participants’ responses
are representative of shared care parents or generalise to
that population. They do, however, provide unique
insights into a range of contextual issues about sharing
the care of children following parental separation.

The data suggest that parents’ arrangements may
often be logistically complex, and that those who opt
for 50:50 care appear to share a number of common
characteristics. 

outset, and most had established this arrangement
without any involvement with the legal system. 

The insights presented in this article may be worth
bearing in mind in any consideration of a legal presump-
tion of joint residence. Significantly, it should be noted
that these insights are based on the views of parents. 
Little is known about children’s views on shared care
arrangements. Moreover, scant information is available
on the long-term outcomes for children and parents with
these arrangements. The collection of such data would
represent a crucial plank of knowledge required to fully
answer the question: How well does 50:50 care work? 

The last words go to Andrew, who ended the fathers’
focus group with the following insights:

“I notice that the one thing about the group as a
whole is that all of us are here because we’re putting
the kids’ welfare first, and most of us are getting on
well with the ex’s because the kids are more impor-
tant than the ex or whatever . . . There are so many
things where you just have to throw away the remote
control and worry about the things that you can do.”
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Insight 7 For the sake of the kids

Parents who opt for 50:50 care typically get along with each other, and
work hard to put their children’s needs above their own issues.

Specifically, a number of condi-
tions – relational and structural –
appear conducive to making
shared care a viable option for sep-
arated parents. These conditions
include: geographical proximity;
the ability of parents to get along
and, at minimum, to maintain a
“business-like” working relation-
ship as parents (with children 
kept “out of the middle”); child-
focused arrangements (with
children’s activities forming an
integral part of the way in which
the parenting schedule is devel-
oped); a commitment by everyone
to make shared care work; family-
friendly work practices, especially
for fathers; a degree of financial

independence, especially for mothers; and a degree of
paternal competence.

This is not to say that all of these conditions must be
met. Indeed, parents in at least two of the families did
not get along and appeared to have some difficulty
keeping children out of their bad feelings for each
other. To what extent these arrangements, although
“functioning” in legal and technical terms, were
nonetheless exacting a toll on the children is unclear.
However, destructive patterns of family dynamics were
not the norm in this small group. Virtually all of the
parents adopted a shared care arrangement from the



All these issues are important and
inextricably linked. However, this article
focuses mainly on the 50:50 residency

starting point because, although it may seem a logical 
solution, the thinking that supports presumptive decision
making reveals a great deal about the adult-oriented 
ways in which we continue to approach the “best interests
of the child”.

Presumptive and non-presumptive decision-making processes
Presumptive decision-making principles over children for-
mally reflect the cultural preoccupations of a given time.
At various times, these concerns have focused on issues of
morality, biology, ownership and inheritance, particular
social or psychological factors, or a reward for prior par-
enting services (Moloney 2002). It is not immediately clear
where the idea of 50:50 residency sits on this spectrum of
preoccupations, although from a political perspective
there appears to be a general consensus that dissatisfaction
with post-separation outcomes is an issue frequently
raised by constituents (Australian Government 2003b).

The Family Court endorsed a shift to non-presumptive
decision-making principles in the first year of its existence
in cases such as Jurss v Jurss (1976) and Raby v Raby
(1976). The High Court further endorsed this approach 
in Gronow v Gronow (1979). Since that time, appeals

The Australian Government
Inquiry into child custody
arrangements in the event of
family separation “seeks to address community
concerns about the operation of contact and

child support arrangements for separated families, and
reflects the Government’s commitment to ensuring that, to
the greatest extent possible, children have the benefit of
the love and care of both their parents when a couple sep-
arates”(Australian Government 2003a).

The broad objective is consistent with section 60B (1) of
the Family Law Act, which aims to ensure that “children
receive adequate and proper parenting to help them
achieve their full potential”, and that “parents fulfill their
duties and responsibilities concerning the care, welfare
and development of their children”.

The inquiry is concerned in the first instance with the
factors that should be taken into account in deciding how
much time each parent should spend with their children
post-separation. The more problematic part of this ques-
tion is contained in the question: “whether there should be
a presumption that children will spend equal time with each
parent and, if so, in what circumstances such a presumption
could be rebutted”. The inquiry is also concerned with the
status of other people significant to the child, and with the
workings of the child support formula.
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TT L AW R I E  M O LO N E Y

Bargaining
over children

The current Parliamentary Inquiry into a “rebuttable presumption” of 50:50 
residency taps an aspiration by many children and adults for more meaningful
child–parent engagement following separation and divorce. But rather
than endorse pre-emptive assumptions about family structure, the
inquiry should begin with the child’s interests and work outwards.

From presumptive practices to child-focused litigation



against any presumptive principles that may have crept
into decision-making in family law have generally suc-
ceeded. There is little reason to believe a presumption 
in favour of 50:50 residency would not meet a similar 
fate. Even if judges initially claimed support of amended
legislation in making such decisions, the tension between
this starting point and key child-inclusive principles 
enunciated in several articles of the United Nations Con-
vention  on the Rights of the Child would lead inevitably to
a challenge. 

The return to presumptive decision-making being con-
sidered by the Parliamentary Inquiry highlights an issue at
the heart of litigation over children. Non-presumptive
approaches to decisions about children are consistent with
the “no fault” aspect of modern family law. No fault divorce
is in turn a response to changed perceptions about family
structure. No longer seen as an institution of social control,
marriage has been increasingly regarded as a vehicle for
developing and nurturing close personal relationships
(Beck 2000). 

Children’s interests, which remain the paramount consid-
eration in post-separation disputes (Chisholm 2000), are also
described under section 68F (2) largely in terms of the main-
tenance of quality relationships, preferably with each parent
and possibly with other significant carers. We have, in a
sense, traded external stabilities for internal satisfactions. In

so doing, we have created a problem for legal processes,
which are more at ease with questions of structure or agreed
upon “facts” than with the assessment of the strength and
importance of human ties.

Dickey (1997: 388-391) has summarised the Family
Court’s shift to non-presumptive principles in parenting
cases as follows: determination of the best interests or wel-
fare of the child now depends on the particular facts and
circumstances of each case; consequently, no result in a
particular case can act as a precedent for another case; no
commonly recognised factors (such as status quo) can be
elevated to a principle; and no commonly recognised fac-
tors such as unusual religious beliefs can lead to a prima
facie presumption of parental unfitness.

Key patterns of post-separation parenting
It is clear that support for a presumption of 50:50 residency
post-separation comes from a desire to promote change in 
a particular direction. Fewer than 3 per cent of children
who had a natural parent living elsewhere in 1997 were cat-
egorised by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS 1998)
as being in shared care arrangements. Similarly, the Child
Support Agency (2003) listed fewer than 4 per cent of par-
ents registered with them in the shared care category. 

The definition of shared parenting by both the Aus-
tralian Bureau of Statistics and the Child Support Agency
is tied to the number of nights spent with each parent.
However, Parkinson and Smyth (2003) found that the fig-
ures look different if sleep-overs as well as “daytime only”
contact are counted. In their study of 1024 cases, they
found that on these expanded criteria, and after leaving out
the one-third of fathers who have little or no contact with
their children after separation, “shared time” arrange-
ments (defined in this case as in excess of 109 days or
nights per year) occurred in 16 per cent of the cases 
sampled. This translates to 10–11 per cent of all post-sep-
aration cases – a considerable minority. 

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS 2000) reported
that approximately 84 per cent of single-parent households
in Australia were headed at that time by women, and 16
per cent by men. The Family Court figures in its most
recent annual report notes that the overall rate of resi-
dence orders in favour of fathers increased from 15.3 per
cent in the mid 1990s to 19.6 per cent in 2000-2001. 

In two studies of fully litigated Family Court parenting
cases, men were “successful” in their applications 31 per
cent of the time (Horwill and Bordow 1983; Bordow 1994).
Moloney (2001) found a “success” rate for fathers of 40 per
cent in a sample of closely contested cases that was sub-
jected to intensive qualitative analysis. However, Moloney
also found that when fathers were “successful” in litigated
cases, the result was more strongly determined by judicial
perceptions of women falling short of a traditionally artic-
ulated maternal role than any perceived parenting
capacity in the fathers. Indeed, fathers were rarely men-
tioned in most of the judgements, except in the context of
their breadwinning roles, or in association with female
supports (mothers, partners etc.) who might assist them.
Moloney concluded that litigation outcomes, simply
expressed as percentages, tell us little about the question of
neutrality in decision making.

The continuing legacy of the motherhood principle
It is interesting to note that the declaration of gender 
neutrality came about in Australia, as it did in the United
States, before the availability of formal evidence that men
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presumption favouring mothers has, broadly speaking,
conformed with public sentiment. For example de Vaus’
(1997: 9-10) survey of 8,845 respondents across three
samples found that: “A large majority of respondents
stressed that caring for young children should take priority
over work for mothers, and the majority supported the tra-
ditional breadwinner role of men and family role for
women. They believed that a family suffers if a mother
works full-time.”

It might be argued, therefore, that despite its formal
stance of gender neutrality, the Court has been reflecting a
dominant gendered set of public opinions about parenting. 

In the same survey, however, de Vaus (1997:10) also
found that: “The clearest and most consistent finding is
that there is a marked generation gap in family values,
with older people holding more traditional views than
younger people.”

When this latter finding is linked to Parkinson and
Smyth’s detailed analysis of shared parenting, noted ear-
lier, and the increases in the percentage of father-headed
single-parent households, difficult questions arise for a
decision-making body such as the Family Court. The chal-
lenge to find ways to move from a de facto maternal
preference regime to a truly non-presumptive starting
point becomes increasingly pressing.
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OPTIONS FOR PARENTING PLANS FOR SCHOOL AGE CHILDREN

Prepared by DR JOAN KELLY, researcher and clinician, and reprinted with her permission. The schedules are not intended as guidelines. Rather, they
present options and examples for professionals and parents which highlight developmental and divorce research.

Nights in four-week cycle

1 EVERY OTHER WEEKEND 4/28
(Friday 6 pm to Sunday 6 pm) 

• 12 days separation from non-resident parent (NRP) 
too long for many children

• NRP–child relationship diminishes in importance to child 
• NRP less involved in school, homework, projects 
• Residential parent (RP) has little time off from parenting
• May be beneficial when NRP has angry/rigid/inept parenting style

2 EVERY OTHER WEEKEND PLUS MIDWEEK VISIT 4/28
(Friday to Sunday and every Wednesday 5 pm – 8 pm)

• No more than 7 days separation between NRP and child
• Transitions to/from RP residence permit conflict
• NRP describe short visit as too rushed – no time to settle in
• NRP has little time for help with/supervision of homework
• May be only option when nrp has early work hours

3. EVERY OTHER EXTENDED WEEKEND 6/28
(Friday to Monday 8 am)

• More expansive weekend for NRP and child
• NRP picks up/drops off child at school or daycare 
• Opportunity for parent conflict reduced
• One less transition for child 
• Not workable if NRP lives too far from child’s school

4 EVERY OTHER WEEKEND PLUS MIDWEEK OVERNIGHT 8/28
(Friday to Sunday, Wednesday 5 pm to Thursday am)

• No separation from NRP greater than 6 days 
• NRP involved in homework during midweek
• Transition at school avoids Wednesday evenings conflict
• NRP has opportunity for bedtime and waking rituals
• RP has regular, weekly evening off-duty
• Can add Monday evening visit after RP weekends
• Children with difficult temperaments may not tolerate 

overnight in mid-week

5. EVERY OTHER EXTENDED WEEKEND PLUS 10/28
MIDWEEK OVERNIGHT 
(Friday to Monday is, Wednesday 5 pm to Thursday am)

• Same pattern as no. 4 above, except longer weekend 
• Additional overnights on weekends creates 36 per cent timeshare

Nights in four-week cycle
• NRP must assume more responsibility for schoolwork
• Opportunities for face-to-face parent conflict in front 

of child eliminated if use school or day care pick-ups 
and drop-offs

• NRP has more time for child’s activities, projects

6. EVERY OTHER WEEKEND WITH SPLIT MIDW 14/28
(Friday to Monday is, alternating weeks;
Monday after school to Wednesdays is with Parent A;
Wednesdays after school to Friday are with Parent B)

• 2-2 – 5-5 pattern of contacts with each parent
• All transitions at school or day care avoid conflict
• Consistent location of midweek residence each week
• Five days between contacts works for most at 

age 5 and up
• Both parents fully involved in child’s work and play
• Child is fully set up at each residence (clothing/school)
• Children generally more satisfied with shared arrangements
• May not work for child with difficult temperament or learning 

disabilities, particularly if parenting styles are very 
different or inconsistent

7. EACH WEEKEND SPLIT AND MIDWEEK SPLIT  14/28
(Friday 5 pm to Saturday 5 pm or Sunday am; 
Saturday 5 pm or Sunday am to Monday am;
Midweek split residence as above in no. 6)

• No separation from either parent is greater than 3 days
• More appropriate for preschool children than no. 6
• More often an interim schedule until child is aged 5 or 6 
• More transitions 

8. EVERY OTHER WEEK 14/28
(Friday after school to following Friday am)

• 7-day separations are difficult for children younger than 
6 or 7 years

• eliminates face-to-face parental conflict
• minimum number of transitions per month
• parent and child can “settle” into routines, activities
• change in residence each week may complicate lessons, 

daycare arrangements
• adolescents may desire two week or monthly blocks of time

were capable of providing good quality parenting. For exam-
ple, when Michael Lamb published his first edition of The
Role of the Father in Child Development, he found that:
“Social scientists in general and developmental psycholo-
gists in particular, doubted that fathers had a significant
role to play in shaping the experiences and development of
their children, especially their daughters” (cited in Lamb
1997: 1).

As Weitzman (1985) points out, gender-neutral deci-
sion-making principles about children in the United States
reflected adult oriented concerns that addressed adults’
constitutional rights. Some feminists (Uviller 1978) also
supported gender neutrality in children’s cases in family
law on ideological grounds that were, again, adult focused.

The gender-neutral principles established in the early
Family Court judgements in Australia were never chal-
lenged on the grounds of an absence of scientific evidence.
From an adult perspective, men would have had no reason
to challenge gender neutrality as it formally afforded 
them equal status with women. Women, on the other hand,
have had little incentive to challenge gender-neutrality
because, by and large, the principles have been honoured
in the breach.

Although contrary to the legal principles established in
the 1976 and 1979 cases cited above, the Court’s de-facto



Key systemic problems in maintaining a true non-presumptive stance
The Family Court suffers from a deep-seated systemic prob-
lem in maintaining a formal non-presumptive approach to
decision making in parenting disputes. Non-presumptive
approaches support unique outcomes, which in turn
recognise the uniqueness of each child’s needs in each
family. Citing Alfred Lord Tennyson in the case of Mallet v
Mallet (1984), the High Court recognised this legal prob-
lem of “the wilderness of the single instance”.

This tension in modern family law contributes to what
Herring (1999) has called “strained reasoning,” which he
believes to be a feature of many Family Court parenting
judgements. In pragmatic terms, the question is whether
judges can seriously be expected to fulfill their obligations
under section 68F (2) to consider the 13 broadly stated cat-
egories, in a manner that truly reflects the principles outlined
above by Dickey (1997). Decision-making theory (Connolly,
Arkes and Hammond 2000) would suggest that except in
cases in which one parent is judged to be dangerous or oth-
erwise unacceptable, the requirements of this section are
such that judges are almost certain to fall back on a limited
number of (probably covert) principles. This indeed is what
the research cited above suggests that judges do.

There is no doubt that family courts in Australia and
elsewhere have struggled to find a comfortable middle
ground between predictability and individual interpreta-
tions of the best interests of the child. The proposed
rebuttable presumption would ease this tension. The core
difficulty is that it would also overtly endorse a regime of
positional bargaining over children. 

Returning (again) to the voice of the child
From a child-focused perspective, a presumptive starting
point of 50:50 residency formalises the commodification of
children. By beginning our deliberations with a “fairness
to parents” presumption and effectively seeing children as
goods to be shared, we tackle the problem from the wrong
end. We are supported in this by conventional litigation
processes, which begin with depositions from adult liti-
gants about mainly adult concerns and then struggle to
find ways of incorporating the child. 

Much has been written about the “voice of the child” in
family law and considerable progress has recently been
made  in more actively incorporating children’s needs and
children’s voices into facilitative processes such as media-
tion and conciliation (see, for example, www.children
infocus.org). In terms of incorporating children’s voices
into litigation processes, however, progress has been
painfully slow. At the first National Conference on Chil-
dren and Family Law, Broun (1985), a senior family law
practitioner, demonstrated that from a legal perspective
the formal representation of children presents significant
systemic problems within an adversarial system of litiga-
tion. Despite thoughtful analyses since that time (for
example Chisholm 1999), despite the aspirations of the
Family Law Reform Act, and despite modest progress on
the question of legal representation of children (Keogh
2000), those problems largely remain.

A presumptive (albeit rebuttable) starting point with
respect to where and with whom children should live after
parental separation inevitably diminishes the dignity of
each child. It would be an important missed opportunity if
the present inquiry did not encourage movement in the
direction of child-focused and even child-inclusive
processes in litigation that would treat each child as an
individual and also enhance post-separation parenting

practices. Significant steps already taken in facilitative
dispute resolution processes have had the active support of
the Attorney General’s Department (2003). The inquiry
presents an opportunity to re-think litigation processes 
in ways that are also driven not by an adult’s sense of fair-
ness, but by what we know children need at this time. If 
we were to take this opportunity, what would the starting
principles be?

From a child’s perspective, what constitutes good practice?
From a psycho-social perspective, there is unequivocal evi-
dence that children do well after parental separation when
conflict is kept under control (McIntosh 2003) and when
opportunities are created for both former partners to exer-
cise “authoritative parenting” (Amato and Gilbreth 1999).
Authoritative parenting is primarily a relationship dimen-
sion whereby the parent offers the child both support and
containment. This combination of support and contain-
ment, first outlined by Baumrind (1968), has been
identified as a key resource for child development across 
a range of family structures. 

Authoritative parenting is best achieved within a regime
of cooperative post-separation parenting. But it can also be
satisfactorily managed in a “parallel parenting” arrange-
ment (Kelly and Moloney 2002) – that is, in a regime in
which ex-partners focus on their parenting, but have little
interaction with each other. Authoritative parenting begins
to unravel when the conflict that frequently surrounds sep-
aration and divorce, escalates or develops into entrenched
conflict. A critical issue with respect to this group is the
extent to which the decision-making process itself,
whether facilitative or litigious or something in between,
either supports (or even inflames) the conflict, or actively
attempts to counteract or reduce it.

From the child’s perspective, dispute resolution proce-
dures need to be such that at a minimum, they do not
jeopardise future opportunities for authoritative parenting
by both parents. How, then, can litigation procedures
simultaneously arrive at responsible solutions and leave
ex-partners and their children with the sense of dignity
they need in order to continue in effective parent–child
relationships? 

Good child-focused facilitative procedures such as con-
ciliation invite attention to parenting processes from the
perspective of each child’s needs. On the other hand, tra-
ditional litigation favours positional statements, especially
claims about amounts of time.

Of course, good parenting practice requires that ade-
quate time be spent between parent and child. For
example, “every second weekend” orders or agreements
generally reinforce a “visitor” model of parenting, which
makes authoritative parenting very difficult to achieve (see
Joan Kelly’s Options for Parenting Plans, boxed inset on p.
58) On the other hand, the amount of time each child
needs with each parent will vary as developmental needs
change and as activities beyond the immediate family
increase. 

Children (and their parents) need structure and stabil-
ity, more so at some stages of their lives than at others.
Time-based arrangements often need to be agreed upon or
ordered so that at least a default position is clear. Varia-
tions on the default position will then be a function of the
level of cooperation between former partners and the
increasing capacity of each child to negotiate his or her
own arrangements. From a developmental perspective,
however, processes are more important than structure.
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the Court would be encouraged to return again and again,
would be: “How do you plan to parent your child (ren) and
how do you intend to link this plan with your former part-
ner’s plan to parent the child(ren)”? 

Thus the language of litigation would focus on proposed
parenting arrangements rather than “residence”, “primary
care”, “contact”, “access” or “visitation” – all of which
serve win/lose ways of thinking that commodify children
and inevitably diminish the status of one of the parents. In
such a system, formal consideration along the lines noted
by Chisholm (1999) would also be given to the appropri-
ateness of input into the adjudication process from one or
more of the children. 

Procedures such as this contrast with current adult-ori-
ented adversarial practice in which structure is at the
centre of the debate, and processes evolve as best they can
once structure is decided. They do not, of course, relieve
the adjudicator of the obligation of making a decision if
such processes do not lead to a resolution beforehand.

However, beginning with statements
that link each child’s needs, percep-
tions and attachments to proposed
structural arrangements better satis-
fies the aims of the Family Law
Reform Act and the aspirations of
the United Nations Convention on
the Rights of the Child. It is also
more likely to result in arrange-
ments in which parenting after
separation is shared, not necessarily
(probably not even normally) 50:50,
and not according to a pre-deter-
mined (albeit rebuttable) formula,
but in ways that are satisfying to
children and to both their parents.

In the Journal of Family Studies
(Moloney, in press). I expand on a

number of the issues raised here. I also tease out some of
the implications of adopting processes that begin with each
child’s needs, perceptions and attachments and work out-
wards from there, even when litigation is the only dispute
resolution option. 

In that article, I elaborate further on the Court’s obligation:

• in the light of what we know about the impact of
entrenched conflict on children, to oversee processes
that do not make decisions at the expense of contribut-
ing to an escalation of conflict; 

• in the light of what we know about the importance of
authoritative parenting, to take seriously the benefits to
children of experiencing ongoing nurturing from both
parents or significant carers and, on this basis, to allocate
sufficient time for this to happen;

• in the light of what we know about the devastating
impact of violence and abuse perpetrated against chil-
dren and former partners, to earmark cases in which
such allegations are made, and adopt timely proactive
investigative and related procedures along the lines sug-
gested by Magellan (Brown et al. 2001) and Columbus
(Murphy et al. 2003), with a view to early determination
and recommendations for future action; and

• in the light of what we know about the impact of poverty
and the costs associated with parenting children, to
build into time allocation orders a realistic assessment
of their financial impacts. 

What happens between parents and their children is more
important than the time spent per se. But here we strike
the obvious difficulty that the law’s only currency in par-
enting disputes is the allocation or withholding of amounts
of time.

If we saw children as objects – if we did not view them as
increasingly autonomous human beings, the law could sim-
ply require that they share their time equally (or in some
other pre-determined way) between post-separation house-
holds. On the other hand, if we take seriously the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, as the 1995
Reform Act attempted to do, we are forced to the conclusion
that we must take children’s needs, perceptions and attach-
ments firmly into account. And with increasing age and
maturity, we must listen increasingly carefully to children’s
own articulation of those requirements.

As Kelly’s Options for Parenting Plans demonstrate,
there are and need to be multiple solutions to the question
of how to structure post-separation parenting. Kelly notes

that each solution has reasonably predictable global
strengths and weaknesses for children of differing ages and
developmental stages. Just as importantly, each solution will
have strengths and weaknesses that are unique to each child
within each family situation.

Although it presents a challenge, there is ultimately no
reason why beginning with the child and working outwards
could not be achieved in litigation processes, in ways that
parallel what happens in contemporary child-focused facil-
itative practices (Kelly 2003) and child-inclusive facilitative
practices (McIntosh 2000). Current family law regulations
that seek to reduce the impact of adversarial processes by,
for example, limiting the amount of past material that can be
incorporated into affidavits, are a gesture in the right direc-
tion, but do not go to the heart of the issue.

Child-focused litigation: making a start
If practices based on child focused or child inclusive prin-
ciples were adopted, it would be incumbent on parents to
present to a judge or adjudicator, material that outlined a
proposed structure for each child, located firmly in the
context of demonstrating how that structure was designed
to meet each child’s needs. The focus of such a presenta-
tion would be on plans around parent-child interactions.
The structure itself (how the time is to be shared) would
have relevance only with respect to how it links to a capac-
ity to support good parenting processes. 

In such a system, ambit positional claims by parents
would be firmly discouraged. The key question to which
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Conclusion
There can never be simple or formulaic answers to a sig-
nificant number of post-separation parenting disputes.
Similarly, an article of this length cannot hope to do the
question justice. Nonetheless, it is important to remain
focused on the fact that what is being aimed for is a con-
tinuing satisfying and supportive relationship between
each child and each parent, and to support processes most
likely to achieve that aim. Litigation will remain problem-
atic for children while it continues to begin with
adult-oriented claims about structure. Children need a sys-
temic overhaul of litigation processes. Those who doubt
this need look no further than the ambit claims that all too
often feature in conventional litigation processes – from
the very first solicitor’s letter sent to the respondent or 
the “opposing” solicitor, to the letter in reply, through to
affidavits that detail a plethora of minor parental “misde-
meanors” over the years of a marriage. 

That having been said, it is also acknowledged that a
percentage of cases will continue to require what Elster
(1989) had called “Solomonic Judgements”, that challenge
the limits of legal knowledge and legal processes, and that
defy solutions that might be offered by research-based
knowledge or conventional human wisdom. For example,
what should a judge do when a case of altruistic surrogacy
turns sour, as it did in Re Evelyn? Or how should a judge
respond when a mother in a lesbian relationship suggests
that the man she calls the “sperm donor” has no place 
in the child’s life, as happened in the tragic case of Re
Patrick?

There is a sense in which the final arbiters of a small
group of near impossible cases must simply do the best
they can. Although we can learn from such cases, we
should not assume that they necessarily provide guidance
and structural solutions for future action. They might. But
perhaps the dictum that hard cases make bad law applies
to post-separation disputes more than to disputes in any
other area of human conflict. Where children’s relation-
ships with parents and significant carers are concerned,
law should not presume from the outset how those rela-
tionships are to be constrained. 

It is to be hoped that the inquiry might be willing to 
look beyond the superficial, to an understanding that 
the proposed 50:50 residence presumption is largely adult-
oriented, inappropriately focused on structure and, for
most separating families, unrealistic. Perhaps the proposal
was meant to be largely aspirational. If that is the case, 
and if it succeeds in focusing attention on the fact that 
too many children miss out on receiving what both parents
or other significant carers can offer them after separation,
then the inquiry will have been a worthwhile development.
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O P I N I O N

L aw academics, judges, women’s legal services, and single-
mother groups have said much about the great wave of

harm that could flow from implementing a rebuttable pre-
sumption of shared parenting in family law. Much of it has
been alarmist, some extreme, but a great deal of misunder-
standing of the proposed reform is evident in many claims.

Some of the arguments start off with the premise that shared
parenting is “parent focused”, not “child focused”, and some-
how fails to put a child’s best interests first. However, the
question that arises in this debate is: How can you act to pro-

tect the best interests of a child, if you don’t uphold that child’s fundamental
human rights?

If you genuinely acknowledge and accept that every child has the right to experi-
ence the love, guidance and companionship of both their mother and father, you
must support having societal structures defending those rights – especially in
troublesome emotional times such as parental separation and divorce. 

Geoffrey Greene

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

A presumption of 50:50 joint custody of children would
mean that, right at the point when parents decide they

can no longer cooperate sufficiently to stay in a relationship,
they would be required to begin the complex cooperative
task of joint parenting across two households – a task which
has often not been attempted even when the parents lived in
the same household. The presumption is unrealistic, unnec-
essary and undermines children’s best interests in favour of
a rigid universal model of parents’ rights.

Gender equality in the direct care of children has not featured
as part of Australia’s family culture. Australian Bureau of Sta-
tistics time use data confirm that Australian parents choose arrangements where
mothers provide the majority of primary care for children. These arrangements
tend to persist after separation. Only 3 per cent of children live in shared custody
situations. Currently most parents organise their own post-separation parenting
arrangements in the context of their own history of parenting in the relationship,
their paid work commitments, their accommodation situation, their skills, capaci-
ties and interests, their availability for unpaid parenting work and their child’s
needs and interests.

The Family Law Act currently provides that parents share duties and responsi-
bilities concerning the care, welfare and development of their children, but 
if parents can’t agree on how this is to happen, Section 68F of the Act provides 
a range of relevant factors to guide decisions to prioritise the children’s best 
interests. 

Shared parenting
In the shadow of the law

P O S I T I V E  S H A R E D  P A R E N T I N G  A L L I A N C E  . . .

What’s wrong with a presumption 
of joint custody?

Elspeth McInnes

The current parliamentary

inquiry into a legal

presumption of 50:50

joint parenting has

generated intense

interest. Family Matters 

is pleased to publish 

two views – from the 

Shared Parenting Council

of Australia, and the

Positive Shared Parenting

Alliance. In many ways,

these pieces act as a

microcosm of the key

issues in the current

debate.



By operating with a sole custody regime (meaning res-
idence plus day-to-day responsibilities to one parent,
in Family Law Reform Act terminology), there is
inherently an infringement on the child’s rights in
every sole custody order made. While many may
think they’re acting “in the best interests of the child”,
they may in fact be abusing the child, by denying the
child a full and meaningful relationship with one of
his/her parents.

Many, including the Chief Justice of the Family
Court, argue that because 95 per cent of applications
in the Family Court do not proceed to defended hear-
ing and final judicial determination, those 95 per
cent of cases have made agreements that suit the
parties concerned. Not likely. In the “shadow of 
the law” many of these agreements are forced and
unfulfilling to at least one of the parents. Research 
by Parkinson and Smyth (2003) says that 74 per 
cent of fathers want more time with their children.
Interestingly, 41 per cent of mothers want fathers to

have more time as well. Clearly these parents do not
have agreements that they’re satisfied with.

The fact that 95 per cent of family law matters are
resolved without the need for a defended hearing in
no way suggests that the Court is successful, or that
parties are happy with their outcomes. The majority
of these parties have had interim orders giving sole
residence and day-to-day responsibility to one par-
ent only. Parents are also told that they cannot get a
shared parenting outcome at trial. Once again,
agreements are made “in the shadow of the law”.

Legal advice often falls along the lines: “If you want
to maintain any day-to-day influence in your chil-
dren’s lives, then you need to litigate to the end. It’s
a win or lose process.”

This is the practical experience of many parents in
the Family Court. It has, in effect, a bias built into
the system – a system that in effect says to partici-
pants: “If you cannot agree on a solution to your

While children generally benefit from the close sup-
portive involvement of their parents before and after
separation, this does not mean that all children, under
all circumstances, will be better off with equal time in
the care of each parent. Joint physical custody has
been found to be workable only in a minority of sepa-
rations where parents have freely chosen the
arrangement; in other circumstances, it has been
associated with reduced cooperation and higher levels
of conflict. The cases where joint custody has worked
typically have no history of violence or conflict, both
parents have wage incomes, live close to each other
and are willing and able to adapt their work and their
relationships to meet their parenting commitments. 

Children have also to adapt to shuffling between
households, complicating their access to education,
health care, social contacts and possessions. 
Medical research has established that optimum
infant mental and physical health and development
is linked to breastfeeding, and stress-free stable
attachments. Young children’s developmental needs
cannot easily be met if they are to be arbitrarily
divided to satisfy each parent’s entitlement.  

In situations where parents can’t agree or cooper-
ate, joint custody can’t work. Conflict between
ex-spouses is associated with poor adjustment
among children. Although continued contact with
non-resident parents may be beneficial for children
when their experience is positive, it can also
increase conflict between parents, which is bad 
for children. The cases which come to the Family
Court for orders are, by definition, high conflict
cases, which often feature allegations of violence 
or abuse.

Joint custody is dangerous in separations involving
violence or abuse.  Almost 25 per cent of separated
women say the primary reason their relationship
failed was their partner’s physical or emotional vio-
lence or substance abuse. Australian Bureau of
Statistics data show that the time around and after
separation is most dangerous for women and that
threats, violence and abuse continue after separa-
tion. Australian homicide data show that a quarter
of intimate partner homicides occur after separa-
tion, and that 84 per cent of these victims are
women. Separation and family conflict is also the
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individual circumstance, a sole custody outcome
will be ordered. One of you will win, one will lose.”
Parents are at risk of losing day-to-day care of their
children for no other reason except that the other
parent wants it that way.

The Parliament has repeatedly said that there is a
shared parenting presumption in family law in Aus-
tralia. The Parliament told us so in 1973–1974 and
again in 1995 (and numerous times in between).
Consider how Senator Lionel Murphy viewed his own
reforms on 28 March 1973: “When a family is broken
up, when there is a divorce, at least let us enable
those people involved to solve their differences in a
decent human and dignified way, and without their
being subjected to this kind of expense.” 

In relation to a presumption of shared parenting,
Senator Missen had this to say on 29 October 1974:
“It would create the concept of Joint Custody under
the law.”

Twenty years later, during the debate for the 1995
Family Law Reform Bill, the Hon. Peter Duncan MP,
Parliamentary Secretary with responsibility for car-
riage of this Bill, said in his second reading speech:
“The original intention of the late Senator Murphy
was that the Family Law Act would create a rebuttable
presumption of shared parenting, but over the years
the Family Court has chosen to largely ignore that. It

is hoped that these reforms will now call for much
closer attention to this presumption and that the
Family Court will give full and proper effect to the
intention of the parliament.” 

For almost 30 years, the people of Australia have
been led to believe that this country’s system of
administration and management of families experi-
encing separation and breakdown is fair, just,
equitable, low cost and dignified. The Parliament
has told the people that it would be based on a
shared parenting presumption, and that these would
be the expected outcomes from the Family Court. 

Clearly, none of this has occurred, and now the issue
has reached significant critical mass that the general
community has demanded a reality check by the fed-
eral Parliament. This is not a legal problem. This is a
political problem burning away in electorate offices of
Federal MPs across the country. How Australia best
deals with the care and nurturing of children after a
family separation requires realignment and a new
focus on the child’s rights. As the Prime Minister said
(Hansard 24 June 2003), this is “appropriately the
concern of the national parliament”. 

Introducing a rebuttable presumption of shared par-
enting will displace the long, dark shadow currently
hanging over the heads of every family experiencing
breakdown or separation. It will re-establish the will
of Parliament upon recalcitrant agencies and courts,

single most common context for child homicide in
Australia, accounting for one third of all child
killings. Fathers were usually the perpetrators in
these contexts. 

Numerous Australian studies have identified seri-
ous continuing flaws in child protection processes
in the Australian family law system, which result in
orders that force mothers to send children to con-
tact with men who use violence. Under the 50:50
presumption, parents and children fleeing violence
would remain exposed to abuse unless and until
they could gain a court order to protect them. 

Fathers who model positive ways of being male are
beneficial for boys and girls, but there is no evi-
dence of a simplistic cause-and-effect relationship
between father presence or absence and child well-
being. As in all human relationships, it is the quality
of the interaction that makes the difference. A
father who models aggressive and controlling
behaviours towards family members and others is
traumatising his children, not helping them. 

Claims about “fatherlessness” tend to confuse a
range of social adversities with family structure.
Australian children living in sole-parent households
mostly do well, with small differences, and large
overlap, in most measures of wellbeing, compared
to children in two-parent households. Children 
living with both parents typically have better out-
comes because children of parents who divorce 
are more likely to have lived with poverty, sub-
stance abuse, physical and emotional abuse, and
high levels of parental conflict both before and 

after separation. Family abuse, addictions and
poverty have a continuing adverse impact on chil-
dren’s wellbeing, whatever the post-separation
arrangements. 

The 50:50 presumption also presents serious finan-
cial risks for children of separated parents. Children
living across two households cost more overall to
support, but family payments and child support 
are proportionately distributed. Joint 50:50 custody
means that child support and family payments 
will be split across households regardless of the
actual division of care and costs. A parent receiving
benefits and child support calculated on the 50:50
presumption could receive financial benefits with-
out in fact providing care and without meeting half
the child’s costs. The parent providing the extra
unfunded care and costs would need to “prove”
their case in court, involving stress, expense and
delay to receive a correct level of financial support.
Parents whose ex-partners used violence or abuse
would face additional risks of coercion. 

According to Australian Institute of Family Studies
research, mothers are already more likely than
fathers to experience persistent financial hardship
after divorce. Mothers who sacrificed career and
education opportunities during the marriage to 
stay at home as primary parents to their children
tend to have lower earning skills and capacities
after separation. American research into joint cus-
tody shows that mothers still end up doing most 
of the core work of parenting, but with less financial
support. A number of studies show that in dual 
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and provide more certainty of outcomes for separated
parents and their children.

Parents will be educated to understand their responsi-
bilities to share the care and upbringing of their
children. Parents will be expected to cooperate and will
be free to do so within a new framework premised on
agreement, sharing and conciliation, ultimately result-
ing in less litigation and cost.

The Shared Parenting Council of Australia argues that a
rebuttable presumption of shared parenting after separa-
tion or divorce will provide all the necessary protection
for a child at risk, while simultaneously providing an
improved framework for separating parents. 

Where implemented, shared parenting arrangements
will offer the least disruption to the child’s relation-
ships and familial bonds caused by the separation of
his/her parents. That will help provide an improved
social environment for children and their families,
allowing them greater opportunity to recover from the
harmful effects of divorce. 

Geoffrey Greene is the Federal Director of the Shared Parent-
ing Council of Australia. Established in 2002, the Council is a
representative body of 28 affiliated organisations that support
the aims and objectives to have enshrined in law every child’s
fundamental human right to experience an equal relationship
and opportunity with both their mother and father following
parental separation or divorce. A fully referenced version of this
position paper may be obtained by contacting the SPCA on (08)
8261 5191, or by email: info@spca.org.au

custody cases, fathers’ actual custody of children tends
to decrease over time, whereas mothers’ remains sta-
ble, or increases. 

Litigation is also likely to increase as parents who do
not want 50:50 shared residence are forced to go to
court, and parties re-open finalised cases in the belief
that the change will bring them a different result. Legal
aid restrictions mean that many parents will be forced
to self-represent, increasing delays and costs even fur-
ther. Children and families who had achieved some
stability may again be forced into litigation to protect
their established living arrangements. 

Other practical difficulties in imposing 50:50 custody
include access to suitable housing and child care
places, relocation and re-partnering. Family needs
change over time and post-separation parenting
arrangements need to be able to adapt to those needs. 

The Positive Shared Parenting Alliance argues that the
best interests of children can only be paramount when
each child is entitled to unique consideration of its
interests and circumstances, rather than any presumed
model of division between parents. Any change to a
parenting formula will reduce children’s rights and best
interests, and should be opposed.

Elspeth McInnes and co-authors, Gerry Orkin, Kathleen 
Swinbourne and Michael Flood, are coordinating members of
the Positive Shared Parenting Alliance. Established in 2003,
the Alliance of organisations and individuals opposes a rebut-
table presumption of joint custody, and provides links,
literature and evidence-based resources to counter fallacies and
myths about joint custody. A fully referenced version of this
position paper may be obtained by contacting the Alliance via
email: admin@positivesharedparenting.org
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cost of raising the child against the benefit of having a
healthy and beloved addition to the family. Hayne J thought
that the law should not uphold an argument that, in essence,
a healthy child is more trouble and expense to the parents

than he is worth as a human being. Simi-
larly, Heydon J thought that a human life
should not be considered a loss known to
the law. 

Significance
This is the first Australian case to hold that
parents can claim from a negligent party
the ordinary cost of raising a healthy child
born as a result of negligence.1 This case
means that, potentially, whenever medical
negligence leads to unwanted pregnancy,
the negligent doctor or hospital can be
required to pay the cost of raising the
child, at least to age 18. Note that of course
the parents must prove negligence – there
would be no claim if a sterilisation or other
procedure failed by chance. Note also that
the principle is not confined to sterilisa-
tion procedures.

Other jurisdictions
In the United Kingdom, the House of
Lords has ruled that damages are not
available for the cost of raising a healthy
child who results from an unwanted preg-
nancy. The case of McFarlane v Tayside
Health Board [2000] AC 59 was similar to
the Melchior case, except that it was the

husband who had undergone the sterilisation procedure.
The doctor’s negligence lay in incorrectly telling the hus-
band that the vasectomy had been successful and he need
not use contraception. The House of Lords found that
although the birth of a healthy child occasions cost to the
family, it is not to be treated as a compensable loss.

In the United States, there are divergent views but the
weight of authority is also against such damages. It is
clearly allowed in only two States. Similarly, in Canada,
the weight of judicial decisions is against recovery (for
example, in the 1996 case of Kealey v Berezowski a couple
who had a third child when a tubal ligation failed because
the clip was incorrectly applied, were refused damages for
the cost of raising the child).

In South Africa, such recovery has been allowed in
Mukheiber v Raath (1999). There, a doctor incorrectly
told a married couple that he had sterilised the wife, when
in fact no sterilisation had been done. The couple relied on
this advice and pregnancy resulted. The court awarded
confinement costs and maintenance of the child.

No direct comparison can be made with New Zealand,
which has a no-fault accident compensation scheme. 
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Facts
Mr and Mrs M. wanted no further children. Mrs M. saw a
gynaecologist, Dr C., for sterilisation. She told him that, at
age 15, she had had her right ovary and fallopian tube
removed. Dr C. operated to clip the left fallopian tube to 
sterilise her. He checked also the right side
and it appeared to him that the information
she had given was correct. Some five years
after the operation, however, she bore
another child. It proved that the right fal-
lopian tube was still present, and that an
ovum had migrated from the left ovary to
the right tube.

Trial
Mr and Mrs M. sued the doctor, and the
State of Queensland (which ran the hos-
pital) for negligence. The trial court
found that there had been no negligence
in performing the operation. It held the
doctor negligent, however, in failing to
warn Mrs M. that he could not be certain
that the right tube was absent, and that if
it was still present, then the chance of her
being sterile was reduced, and that she
could have a test to establish whether
that tube was there or not. 

The trial court awarded compensation for:
the physical injury to Mrs M. in that she
underwent pregnancy and childbirth, with
attendant suffering and some resulting
injuries; the impairment to the marital
relationship as a result of Mrs M.’s injury;
and the cost of raising the child to age 18. This result was
confirmed on appeal to the Queensland Court of Appeal.

Appeal
The doctor appealed to the High Court. The appeal was
only about whether Mr and Mrs M. were entitled to the cost
of raising the child. 

Decision
By a 4:3 majority, the Court held that Mr and Mrs M. were
entitled to the cost of raising the child. The majority 
reasoned that this type of loss was just like any other eco-
nomic loss flowing from a physical injury (in this case, the
unwanted pregnancy) and was allowable on ordinary neg-
ligence principles. That is, once the duty of care, the
breach of duty and the causation of injury were estab-
lished, the result followed inevitably. 

The minority would have refused to allow this type of dam-
age. Gleeson CJ analysed the case as one of purely economic
loss (as distinct from economic loss consequential on
injury). Recovery for such losses is more restricted and he
did not think it extended to the type of loss in the present
case. He also thought it impossible for the law to weigh the

Compensation for the cost of raising children
born as a result of medical negligence

What price a child? 
The High Court’s decision 
in Cattanach v Melchior 
(17 July 2003) generated
intense interest and much
controversy.

Deputy PM, John Anderson,
described the decision as
“repugnant”, and the Prime
Minister called on the States
to change the law to prevent
similar claims.

Katherine O’Neill, from the
Policy and Legislation Section,
Attorney General’s
Department in South
Australia, provides a useful
summary of this case and
some of the issues it raises.

K AT H E R I N E  O ’ N E I L L



Future
Australian State and Territory Parliaments have the
power to change the law as the High Court has declared
it. The Queensland Government immediately announced
its intention to do so. The intentions of other Australian
governments are not yet known.

Issues
Assuming that this decision remains the law in at least
some Australian States and Territories, one question
will be what expenses will be allowed. On general prin-
ciples, it seems likely that courts will allow not just the
bare minimum cost of essential items, but also the rea-
sonable costs of raising the child in accordance with
the family’s lifestyle, values and socio-economic sta-
tus. In particular, it might consider what expenses have
been incurred in raising the other children already in
the family. Thus, at least in some cases, expenses such
as private schooling, private health cover, private
tuition, overseas holidays and such may be allowable.
The question will be what costs it would be reasonable
for these parents to incur in raising the child. The
courts may look at expert evidence about the general
cost of raising a child, but will also consider the cir-
cumstances of the particular family.

Another question is whether parents will be able 
to claim expenses likely to be incurred after the child
reaches age 18. As Gleeson CJ noted, in many families,
parents continue to contribute to the children’s support
in early adulthood, including paying for tertiary educa-
tion, travel or a wedding. In principle, it is difficult to
distinguish these costs from costs incurred before the
child turns 18.

Another issue may be whether, in addition to the actual
cost of raising the child, parents will be able to claim for
the loss of opportunity to earn income during periods of
absence from the workforce to care for the child.

Such cases are likely to be few in number, but in each
case the amount at stake could be substantial. It can
therefore be expected that the common law in this area
will develop slowly and, perhaps, be hard fought.

Endnote
1 Hitherto, the courts have only allowed claims for the extra cost

of the care and treatment of a child who is born with a disabil-
ity as a result of medical negligence. For instance, in the 1995
Queensland case of Veivers v Connelly, a doctor failed to diag-
nose rubella in early pregnancy. The mother lost the
opportunity to abort the pregnancy, and the child was born
with disabilities. The court awarded money for the cost of the
special care needed as a result of the disabilities, but not for the
ordinary cost of raising the child. Similarly in the UK, in the
2000 case of Rand v East Dorset Health Authority, an antena-
tal screening failed to detect that the foetus had Down’s
Syndrome. The mother said that, had she known in time, she
would have sought a termination of pregnancy. The court gave
damages for the financial costs occasioned by the disability.
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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.

R E A D E R S ’ L E T T E R S  W E LCO M E D

Contemporary issues 
in family research seminars
In 2003, the Australian Institute of Family Studies is continuing its series of 
seminars presenting research on national and international issues related to the
family.The seminars, designed to promote a forum for discussion and debate,
are free and open to the public.

Please note that this year seminars will be held at 11.30 (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 this year 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.

■ 21 AUGUST 2003
Cohabitation and mental health: Is there a link?
David de Vaus
Associate Professor, Department of Sociology, La Trobe University and 
Senior Research Advisor, Australian Institute of Family Studies
Facilitator – Ruth Weston, Australian Institute of Family Studies  

■ 18 SEPTEMBER 2003
Living in low income households in Scotland:
Experiences of caring and providing
Dr Kathryn Backett-Milburn 
Research Unit in Health, Behaviour and Change and Co-Director, Centre for
Research on Families and Relationships, University of Edinburgh.
Facilitator – David de Vaus, Australian Institute of Family Studies

■ 16 OCTOBER 2003
Grandparenting in divorced families:
A qualitative research study
Dr Neil Ferguson
Research Associate, Cardiff Law School
Cardiff University,Wales
Facilitator – Bruce Smyth, Australian Institute of Family Studies

■ 6 NOVEMBER 2003
Does age-of-entry matter in infants’ transition 
to child care?
Dr C. Dissanayake and Dr H. Skouteris
School of Psychological Science, La Trobe University
Facilitator  – Lisa da Silva, Australian Institute of Family Studies

■ 4 DECEMBER 2003
How do we know who children live with and why does it
matter? Findings from the United States and Australia
Dr Peter Brandon
Department of Sociology
University of Massechusetts, US
Visitor to the Demography and Sociology Program, ANU, 2003
Facilitator –Matthew Gray, Australian Institute of Family Studies

S E M I N A R  P R O G R A M
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A I F S  R E S E A R C H E R S  AT T E N D  N E W  Z E A L A N D  CO N F E R E N C E  

Two members of the Growing Up in Australia team, Macquarie University’s
Judy Ungerer (left) and AIFS researcher Carol Soloff (right) are pictured
with Daniel Shaw, a visiting scholar from the University of Pittsburgh.

Four Institute researchers attended the July 2003 conference of the
Australasian Human Development Association, held on Waiheke
Island off Auckland, New Zealand. Participants from Australia and
New Zealand, and worked in the areas of early childhood learning
and psychological and social development.

Christine Millward and Carol Soloff presented a symposium on the
Institute’s largest research contract – Growing Up in Australia, the
longitudinal study of Australian children. This study will document
the development of 10,000 children at four different times over the
next seven years in order to answer key questions about the
determinants of physical, academic, social and behavioural
outcomes for Australian children. 

Christine is the Design Manager and Carol is the Survey Manager
of this study. They were joined in symposium by Macquarie
University’s Judy Ungerer, head of the study’s child care design
component, who was standing in for Ann Sanson, Acting Director
of the Australian Institute of Family Studies and the study’s Project
Director. Particularly in such a focused conference, the very broad
subject range of Growing Up in Australia, and its longitudinal nature
and large national sample size, generated much interest.

Kelly Hand and Lisa da Silva gave a poster presentation entitled
“Variation in parenting within three cultures” which explored
parenting styles within the three cultural groups in the Institute’s
Child Care in Cultural Context study. This highlighted the finding
that parenting variations exist within as well as between cultural
groups, and that reasons for these variations are complex. 

In a related paper, Lisa da Silva examined the predictors of
parenting practices among the Vietnamese, Somali and Anglo
mothers involved in this Institute study. The paper discussed the
significant influence of culture on parenting, as well as the influence
of other variables such as income and education. Lisa also
presented a paper examining the effects of age of entry into child
care, hours in child care, and transition to child care on infant
developmental outcomes nine months after entry into care. 

Other presentations at the conference also addressed the effects of
early child care experiences, such as the best age for a child to start
formal care, the effects of numbers of hours spent in care, and the
importance of teaching styles and practices within child care
centres and pre-schools. A number of papers noted the importance
of early social relationships for children, including the nature of
interactions with parents, brothers and sisters and friends, for
children as young as three years up through primary and secondary
school age. Issues around bullying, loneliness and depression and
friendship networks were discussed. There were also specialist

talks on a range of developmental issues including support
programs catering for the needs of premature babies and those
born of drug-addicted parents. 

Links between poverty, parental emotional states, and early
behavioural disorders were explored in a keynote speech from
researcher Professor Daniel Shaw who was visiting from the
University of Pittsburgh. He discussed aggressive, defiant and overly
demanding behaviour of young boys from low-income “high risk”
families. These early conduct disorders are of concern because of
their potential link to later anti-social behaviour and school dropout.
Daniel reported that the main poverty-linked risk factors for these
boys were lack of parental monitoring or responsiveness, maternal
depression, lack of adequate social support networks for mothers,
and conflict between parents. 

AIFS researcher, Christine
Millward, pictured co-presenting
a symposium on the Growing
Up in Australia study. 

AIFS researchers Lisa da Silva (left) and
Kelly Hand with their poster presentation
from the Institute’s Child Care in Cultural
Context study.

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

FA M I LY  M AT T E R S  I S  A  R E F E R E E D  J O U R N A L
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N A I D O C  AT  WAG G A  WAG G A

Team member of the Stronger Families Learning Exchange at the
Australian Institute of Family Studies, Colleen Turner, attended the
finale of a series of NAIDOC events at the Ashmont Community
Resource Centre in the regional centre of Wagga Wagga in New South
Wales. NAIDOC, which stands for National Aboriginal and Islander Day
of Celebration, is an Australia-wide annual event.

The celebrations were family friendly in line with this year’s NAIDOC
theme “Our Children Our Future” and were attended by several
generations of Ashmont residents. The local Elders association (Elders
Inc) was very much involved in the organisation and oversight of the
event, and many of their grandchildren were involved in the day’s
activities. The Federal Member for the area, The Hon Kay Hulls,
launched the festivities and acknowledged the importance of the work
of the resource centre in building a cohesive vibrant local community.

The Ashmont Community Resource Centre is one of 50 community
projects throughout Australia working to strengthen and support local
communities by focusing on the needs of local families. The centre
provides a home for a broad range of services and educational
activities for families including health and dental care, maternal and
child health, relationship counselling, TAFE programs, and a range of
parenting information and education activities.     

A formal photo moment amidst the NAIDOC festivities. The group includes state MLA for the area, Daryl Macquire (front row) and members of Elders Inc
(front row): Isabel Reid (far right), Edna Andrews (second from right) and Joyce Hampton (fourth from right).

From left: Colleen Turner (from the Stronger Families team), Sandra Grenfell
and Therese Reid (Coordinators of Ashmont Community Resource Centre
which hosted the celbrations), and Robyn Legge-Wilkinson (Department of
Family and Community Services).

The centre is proud of its partnership model between indigenous
and non- indigenous workers, organisations and families in the
suburb. This partnership is clearly shown in the strong working
relationship between the two coordinators, Therese Reid and
Sandra Grenfell, who bring different and complimentary skills and
experience to their role. Therese and Sandra work collaboratively
with the Institute to explore and document the lessons they are
learning from their community so that those insights can be shared
with other community projects.

L S AC  I N T E R V I E W E R  T R A I N I N G

Growing Up in Australia (the longitudinal
study of Australian children) entered the first
phase of data collection in August 2003. The
Project Operations Team at the Australian
Institute of Family Studies has been working
with the field agency (Colmar Brunton 
Social Research/NCS Pearson) to prepare
interviewers to collect the first set of data on
about 300 infants and 300 four-year-olds.
This will be followed in March 2004 with data
collection on 5,000 infants and 5,000 four-
year-olds across Australia. Here, Carol Solof,
the Survey Manager for the study, is pictured
looking on as an interviewer trials the interview
with a volunteer mother of an infant.
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Healthy marriage and family formation
(Seminar held at the Institute on 29 May 2003.)

Professor William J. Doherty, Professor of Family Social Science at the University of Minnesota,
presented a seminar about a planned new project, the Minnesota Healthy Marriage and Family
Formation Project. The project will build on the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study, which
was discussed in an Institute seminar by Professors Irwin Garfinkel and Sara McLanahan in
January 2003. Professor Doherty’s project will target a racially and ethnically diverse population
of unmarried new-parent couples having babies in urban hospitals in Minnesota, USA. The project
will use Action Research and community organising approaches that emphasise family-to-family
engagement, partnership between professionals and other citizens in every phase of the project,
and the mobilisation of lay leaders and local communities for collective decision-making and
action. Elements of the interventions involved are mentoring, mobilising family support, group
interaction, parent education and couples relationship education, referral to other services, and
identifying and nurturing leaders. 

Regulating unmarried partners in the US
(Seminar held at the Institute on 5 June 2003.)

Professor Tom Oldham, of the University of Houston Law School, discussed the regulation of
unmarried partners in various countries, particularly the United States. Many western countries
have determined that the “old ways” of regulating unmarried partners no longer make much sense,
and have significantly changed the rules applicable to the rights of unmarried partners when they
break up. The basic policy questions now being confronted include: should unmarried partners be
treated as a status for purposes of private law governing relationship breakdown; if so, should
some affirmative act such as registration be required, and should the rights and obligations of that
status be the same as for spouses; should gay and straight couples be treated the same way; and
is more than one status choice needed? Although the American Law Institute has recommended a
very different scheme from that now commonly found in the US, no clear consensus has yet
developed regarding the regulation of unmarried partners. However, it seems likely that US rules
in this area will continue to differ substantially from those in other western countries.

S E M I N A R S

Parenting practices 
(Seminar held at the Institute on 15 May 2003.)

Christine Wood, a researcher on Australian parenting practices, presented a seminar on
qualitative issues from her doctoral study  at the University of Tasmania. The study focuses
on the problems reported by 232 parents from six Australian states in relation to child
behaviour and management. Of these parents, 151 were enrolled in Parent Effectiveness
Training (PET) courses. PET concentrates on the improvement of parent–child relationships
as a means of improving children’s behaviour while teaching them emotional awareness and
self-responsibility. The paper also examined the cognitive changes and altered styles of
expression demonstrated in the pre and post responses of the PET parents to a set of
hypothetical parenting situations. The responses illustrated a shift from the more usually
accepted stance of parent as unilateral decision-maker to one encouraging emotional
awareness and self-control, together with collaborative action based on the relationship. (See
Christine Wood’s article on the PET courses elsewhere in this issue of Family Matters.)

Christine Wood

William J. Dohertya

Tom Oldham

In 2003, as part of its strategy to reduce the incidence of sexual assault
in Australia, the Australian Government’s Office of the Status of
Women contracted the Australian Institute of Family Studies to develop
and manage the Australian Centre for the Study of Sexual Assault. 

The Centre aims to improve access to current information on sexual
assault in order to assist policymakers and others interested in this
area to develop evidence-based strategies that respond to, and
ultimately reduce, the incidence of sexual assault. The emphasis of
the Centre is on all forms of sexual assault, particularly the sexual
assault of women and girls over 15 years of age (the most commonly
reported victims), and adult survivors of child sexual assault.  

The objectives of the Centre are: to facilitate access (particularly
electronic), to national policy relevant data to inform strategies 
to more effectively respond to the issue of sexual assault; to establish a
comprehensive evidence base, and provide information and advice on
research and best practice approaches for interventions in response to
sexual assault; to stimulate debate amongst policymakers, academics
and service providers about the most effective strategies to reduce the
incidence of sexual assault; and to improve responses, and raise
awareness of sexual assault and its impact on the Australian community.

Each year the Centre will produce quarterly newsletters that provide
updates on the latest developments in policy, practice and research,

T H E  AU S T R A L I A N  C E N T R E  F O R  T H E  S T U DY  O F  S E X UA L  A S S AU LTINTRODUCING
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Young people’s life patterns 
(Seminar held at the Institute on 19 June 2003.)

Professor Johanna Wyn, Head of the Department of Education Policy and Management at 
the University of Melbourne, presented findings from the Youth Research Centre’s Life
Patterns research program. The program includes a longitudinal panel study of 2000 Victorian
youth who left secondary school in 1991. The research focused on their experiences through
the “transition” years between the ages of 17 and 30, as they negotiate all aspects of life,
including study, work, relationships and leisure. The research has revealed that many
assumptions about young people’s lives made by education and youth policies are out of step
with the realities: transitions are multifaceted, not linear; the links between education and
employment are indirect; and the lines between education, employment and leisure are often
blurred. In light of the findings, the Youth Research Centre has suggested that new life
patterns are being shaped, and that a “new adulthood” is replacing taken-for-granted patterns
of adult life.

Johanna Wyn

Gillian Shaw

Cohabitation and mental health
(Seminar held at the Institute on 21 August 2003.)

David de Vaus, the Institute’s Senior Research Advisor and Associate Professor in the
Department of Sociology at La Trobe University, presented a seminar discussing whether, like
marriage, cohabitation acts as a protective factor against mental illness. With the steadily
increasing proportion of couples that are cohabiting it becomes important to see if
cohabitation has the same links to mental health as marriage appears to have. The small
amount of (American) research that has examined the links between cohabitation and mental
health has indicated that cohabitation does not have the same protective functions as formal
marriage. Using data from the 1996 National Survey of Mental Health and Wellbeing, the
seminar considered three questions: Do those who cohabit have poorer mental health than
those who are married? If so, why? Is cohabitation linked to mental health in different ways
for men and for women? David de Vaus (right) with Bruce Smyth

Child rearing among the Ngaanyatjarra people 
(Seminar held at the Institute on 17 July 2003.)

Gillian Shaw, from the School of Public Health and Community Medicine at the University of New
South Wales, reported on the findings from a qualitative, ethnographic study of child rearing
styles used by Ngaanyatjarra women in the Western Desert region of Western Australia. The
study, in which 16 in-depth interviews covering a variety of topics relating to child development
were complemented by participant observation, was undertaken to inform a new Strengthening
Families project. The sample included women who had raised their children before contact with
western lifestyles, and women who were themselves raised in the mission. Data from the
interviews was triangulated with a literature review and interviews with knowledgeable non-
Aboriginal people. The data indicated that child rearing practices have changed very little over the
last 70 years, and that the changes which have occurred have been consistent with core cultural
values. This has implications for public health interventions such as the Strengthening Families
project, policy makers, and public health practitioners. 

The ACSSA team at the Australian Institute of Family Studies (from left): Lexi Neame, Melanie Heenan
(ACSSA Coordinator), Bianca Dobson and Carmel Kelleher.

frequently asked questions, and details of the
Centre’s activities. In addition, the Centre will
produce two Briefing Papers (3000 words)
and two longer Issues Papers (10,000 words)
that will focus on the analysis of emerging
trends in sexual assault related fields. 

Mailing list: The Australian Institute of Family
Studies is developing a mailing list of
subscribers to the Centre’s (free) publications.
If you would like to join, send an email request
to acssa@aifs.gov.au/.
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A I F S  R E S E A R C H E R S AT T E N D  S P R C  CO N F E R E N C E

The 8th Australian Social Policy Conference was held in Sydney on 
9-11 July 2003. This conference, which plays an important role in the
promotion of social policy debate, was sponsored by the Social
Policy Research Centre at the University of New South Wales. “Social
inclusion” represented the overarching theme of the conference, with
various papers focusing on factors contributing to social exclusion,
or ways in which social inclusion may be best promoted.  

Several Institute researchers attended the conference and presented
papers. In keeping with the theme, Wendy Stone, Matthew Gray and
Jody Hughes discussed links between individuals’ ties with family,
friends and the community, and their labour market participation, and
Matthew Gray and Jennifer Renda presented a paper that focused on
the use of income support by lone and couple mothers. 

Ruth Weston, Matthew Gray and Lixia Qu were pleased to
collaborate with the Institute’s former Director, David Stanton, to
present a paper on the relationship between long working hours of
employed fathers and personal and family wellbeing. Lixia Qu, Ruth
Weston and Robyn Parker examined fertility aspirations and
expectations of childless people and of couples.  

Finally, Bruce Smyth joined forces with Catherine Caruana and
Anna Ferro to discuss the very topical issue of the nature of 
post-separation shared parental care arrangements and the
circumstances in which such arrangements appear most likely to
occur. An article based on this paper appears in this edition of
Family Matters.

A I F S  FA R E W E L L S  CO L L E AG U E

Jennifer Renda, Anna Ferro and Wendy Stone enjoy the SPRC conference dinner.

Colleagues turned out in force on 7 August 2003 to farewell AIFS researcher Wendy Stone (centre, in the white top) who has taken up the position as
Assistant Research Director with the Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute.

Bruce Smyth presents a paper at
the SPRC conference.

Lixia Qu and Matthew Gray present papers at the SPRC conference.Annette Dowie and Grace Soriano attend to a visitor to the AIFS information
desk at the SPRC conference.
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The ability of the Family Court of Australia and the
Federal Magistrates Service to properly assess child
abuse allegations is a matter of great public concern.
Wrong decisions in this area can have tragic long-
term consequences for children and families.

– Family Law and Child Protection (2000: 9)

D uring the past year the issue of child protection has
rarely been out of the media. There have been
inquiries in New South Wales and South Australia, and

calls for initiatives such as a National Summit concerning
child abuse, a Royal Commission into child abuse, and the appointment of a
National Commissioner for Children modelled on the Commissioners for Chil-
dren operating in some states of Australia. All of this has meant the role of states,
territories, and the Commonwealth in child protection matters have been subject
to a great deal of scrutiny.

The Attorney-General requested the Family Law Council, as part of its statutory
advisory function, to consider options for reform relating to the efficient and
effective integrated delivery of child and family law services in relation to the care
and protection of children.1

The Family Law Council’s final report, Family Law and Child Protection (2002),
is the culmination of several years’ work which saw the release of two discussion
papers which lay the groundwork for the analysis in the final report. The first of
these was Principles and Minimum Standards, in 1998. The second was The Best
Interests of the Child? The Interaction of Public and Private Law in Australia,
in 2000. 

The second discussion paper focused on the interaction of Commonwealth fam-
ily law with state and territory child and family legislation. Under the
Constitution, the Commonwealth does not have power to make laws relating to
child welfare per se. Rather, the Commonwealth has constitutional powers to leg-
islate with respect to marriage, divorce and matrimonial causes. These powers
have been exercised in the form of the Family Law Act 1975 and the Federal Mag-
istrates Act 1999.2 Hence, to be a valid exercise of power, the Commonwealth
must deal with child protection issues only insofar as they arise incidentally to
the exercise of its powers. 

In drafting the final report, the Council was sensitive to the fact that each state
and territory has child welfare laws on its statute book and a distinct, profession-
ally staffed child welfare service to implement the laws and policies designed to
protect children (such as, for example, the New South Wales Children and Young
Persons (Care and Protection) Act 1998). 

The report presents many of the difficulties resulting from the lack of a national
framework in child and family services generally. It focuses on areas of family vio-
lence and child protection, where jurisdictional overlaps frequently occur, such
that legal action is taken on the same matter in both the state and federal spheres.
It attributes the difficulties largely to the constitutional division of legislative and
other responsibility for children between the Commonwealth and the states and
territories. 

The report, which aims to address the problems identified in the second discus-
sion paper, draws on the submissions received in response to the series of
questions posed in that discussion paper. It takes a particular interest in remedy-
ing the egregious cases of “jurisdictional overlap”, where in some cases
inconsistent orders have been made by different courts. 

The report also examines cases where neither system acts to protect the child.
This occurs usually when the states and territories do not get involved because it

On 27 October 2002, the

Attorney-General, The Hon

Daryl Williams MP, launched

the Family Law Council’s

Report, Family Law and 

Child Protection.

This summary sets out the

background and main

recommendations raised 

in that report.

F A M I L Y  L A W  

Family law and child protection

Matthew J.Osborne



Family Matters No.65 Winter 2003  Australian Institute of Family Studies 74 Family Matters No.65 Winter 2003 Australian Institute of Family Studies 

is a family law matter, while parents, left to take action 
for themselves in the family law system, are unable to 
navigate the system to get the help they need – either to
prove the child abuse case, or to defend themselves against
the allegations.

The report’s recommendations are based on analyses set
out in chapters canvassing complex issues and drawing on
several case studies. The chapters are: Federal involve-
ment in child protection; Responses of child protection
authorities to abuse notifications in family law cases;
When neither federal nor state systems protect children;
Proposal for federal child protection service; Improving
coordination between state and federal jurisdictions; and
Confidentiality of disclosures of child abuse.

Recommendations
The report contains 17 recommendations, which fall
under the following four broad headings: federal child pro-
tection service; “one court principle”; admissibility of
evidence; and high-level implementation committee.

Federal child protection service
The first and most numerous set of recommendations 
concerns the proposal to establish a Federal Child Protec-
tion Service. 

This would provide the Family Court and the Federal Mag-
istrate Service with the capacity to initiate early and
comprehensive child abuse risk assessments. The report
suggests that the current inability to initiate such assess-
ments places children at risk and also hinders efforts to
resolve disputes where child abuse allegations have been
made. It describes situations where wrong decisions in this
area have had tragic long-term consequences for children
and families.

To appreciate the need for a Federal Child Protection 
Service it is necessary to understand the proper statutory
scope and powers of state and territory child protection
authorities. They do not have a general investigatory role.
Generally speaking, they are directed to intervene when
children are not being currently properly cared for by their
parents, or are not currently safe in the family home.3

The report notes that, once a state or territory child pro-
tection agency is notified about a child protection matter,
the agency makes an assessment to determine whether an
investigation is required under the relevant legislation.
Generally speaking, four factors are taken into account.
These are: the seriousness of the reported concern; the
level of information to justify the concern; whether the
child is currently at risk of abuse; and competing demands
upon scarce resources.

The threshold for taking action is therefore different from
that which may arise as part of family law proceedings.
Thus state and territory child protection authorities may
properly take no action – indeed, they may be bound to
take no action by the laws they operate under – where
there is no indication that a child is not currently or at risk,
or where it appears court orders made under the Family
Law Act could make the child safe.

The report concludes that for legal reasons, as well as in
some instances resource constraints, state and territory
child protection authorities may assess as many as half of
all reports as not requiring further investigation. Therefore

the stark reality is that there is a category of cases arising
in family law proceedings where no investigations of child
abuse allegations will occur. The Federal Child Protection
Service was designed to deal with this gap in child protec-
tion services.

In the absence of such a service the allegations are left to
be dealt with by the parents as best they can. Council con-
siders that it is unsatisfactory to leave such crucial matters
to the vagaries of parental willingness, and their capacity
to deal with such allegations, in what is often an emotion-
ally debilitating period. 

Regarding the operation of the service, the report (p.11)
gives the following description of the proposed Federal
Child Protection Service: 

“The Council recommends that to meet this seri-
ous problem and gap in services, the Federal
Government should establish its own Child Pro-
tection Service to investigate child abuse concerns
arising in family law proceedings. This service
would need to be organisationally separate from
the Family Court of Australia or the Federal Mag-
istrates Service, although it could be co-located
with the courts or with another agency. It would
only investigate matters on referral from the
Court, and only then where two conditions were
fulfilled: first, where the child abuse allegation is
likely to be a major disputed issue in any subse-
quent proceedings; second, where there is a need
for the investigation of allegations of child abuse
because evidence is not likely to be presented to
the Court through other means.”

Other recommendations relate to improving the interac-
tion between the Commonwealth family law system and
the state and territory child protection agencies and state
and territory courts. 

The one court principle
The second major set of recommendations seeks to ensure
that a decision should be taken as early as possible as to
whether a matter should proceed under the Family Law
Act or under state and territory child welfare law, and that
one court should have the jurisdiction to deal with the
matter. This is referred to as the “one court principle”. 

The report (p. 14) outlines the principle in these terms: 
“The One Court Principle requires that at the earliest possi-
ble point in managing a case, the decision should be 
taken whether a matter proceeds under state or territory
child welfare law or under the Family Law Act. Once that
decision has been taken, in all but the most exceptional 
circumstances, the matter should proceed in the chosen
court system and if, for example, a child protection authority
is dissatisfied with the outcome of proceedings under the
Family Law Act it should address those concerns by way 
of appeal rather than commencing new proceedings in a 
different jurisdiction.”

These recommendations are designed to avoid situations
where both the federal and state systems attempt to deal
with child protection issues, or where neither system
assumes responsibility for a child protection issue.

The report also notes that there is currently effectively 
no reporting of decisions made in state and territory Chil-
dren’s and Youth Courts. The Family Law Council
recommends that Children’s and Youth Courts be encouraged



to collaboratively develop and implement short-form reports
of their decisions. 

There are also other specific recommendations seeking to
enhance information sharing between agencies concerned
with child protection.

Admissibility of evidence
The third major set of recommendations seeks to ensure
that judges should be allowed to hear evidence which is
vital to the protection of children but which arises from
disclosures in the course of confidential counselling 
and mediation, or attendance at post-separation parenting
programs. 

Currently sections 19N, 62F, and section 70NI of the Family
Law Act 1975 provide for the absolute inadmissibility of
evidence in any court of anything said in family and child
counselling or mediation, or during attendance at a post-
separation parenting program. 

The report (p.14) concludes that: “The blanket exclusion-
ary rule can cause serious difficulties in a small number of
cases where the only evidence capable of proving abuse is
that which emerges from a mediation session or some
other forum covered by the exclusion provisions. It rec-
ommends therefore the most limited exception possible to
the exclusionary rule – one which allows evidence to be
adduced of admissions of serious abuse or disclosures of
serious abuse (or in each case the risk thereof), unless
other sufficient evidence is available to the Court in rela-
tion to such an admission or disclosure.”

High-level implementation committee
The fourth key recommendation is to establish a high-level
committee to implement the report’s recommendations,
and review areas that the report identifies as requiring a
degree of political commitment and involvement in order
for progress to be made.

Producing better outcomes for families
Stressing the need for reform, the report (p.15) states that:

“There is no greater problem in family law today
than the problems of adequately addressing child
protection concerns in proceedings under the
Family Law Act. Council’s research and consulta-
tions on this issue indicate that the problems in the
present system are very serious indeed. Reform is
urgently needed, and will require a commitment
from governments, at both state and federal levels,
to deal with the systemic problems which arise, in
no small measure, from the allocation of responsi-
bility between state and territory authorities, and
the federal government, under the constitutional
arrangements existing in Australia. 

“Child protection is a fundamental responsibility
of government. As this report demonstrates, it is
not only a responsibility of the governments of 
the states and territories. Through the Family 
Law Act, the federal government has a major
responsibility for child protection. It requires the
co-operation of the states and territories also, in
meeting that obligation and ensuring that no chil-
dren are endangered because of preventable harm
arising from system failure.” 

The Council’s report is an important and timely contribution
to the debate about how to produce better outcomes for 
families involved in proceedings concerning the children at
both the federal and state or territory levels. 

As earlier noted, the report was not designed to address 
the full spectrum of child protection issues. The terms of
reference set clear boundaries to its consideration of mate-
rial and hence the framing of reform options. In short, the
report’s recommendations recognise that there must be 
an appropriate link between the Commonwealth’s core
functions under the Constitution in this area – sanctioning
marriage and effecting divorce – and the need to deal 
with child protection issues that arise in the course of dis-
charging these functions. The Family Law Council’s
recommendations are framed with an eye to what is, from
the Commonwealth’s perspective, constitutionally valid
and operationally feasible. 

The Family Law Amendment Bill 2003 contains measures
to substantially implement the recommendations (16 and
17) of the report. These deal with the admissibility as evi-
dence of disclosures relating to child abuse by children 
or admissions by adults in privileged counselling or 
mediation. That Bill was introduced in February 2003 and
is expected to be debated in the current sitting.

The Attorney-General is currently considering the report’s
other recommendations.

Endnotes
1 The Family Law Act 1975, section 115, establishes the Family Law

Council, and sets out its composition functions and operational
aspects: see www.law.gov.au/flc

2 The position of Western Australia is different, having enacted its
own family law legislation and creating the Family Court of Western
Australia.

3 The Best Interests of the Child? The Interaction of Public and Pri-
vate Law in Australia, Family Law Council (2000). Appendix B
provides a matrix summarising state and territory child protection
legislation (as at 1 September 2000).

4 Kelly, F. and Fehlberg, B. (2002), “Australia’s fragmented family law
system: Jurisdictional overlaps in the area of child protection”,
International Journal of Law, Policy and the Family, vol. 16, no. 1,
April, pp. 38-70

5 See, for example, “Family law and parent-child contact: Assessing
the risk of sexual abuse” (1999), Melbourne University Law
Review, vol. 33, pp. 45-371.

6 Family Law Pathways Advisory Group (2001), Out of the Maze:
Pathways to the Future for Families Experiencing Separation,
Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra.

7 For an evaluation of the pilot project see http://www.family
court.gov.au/papers/html/magellan.html. Note also the Family Court of
Western Australia’s similar project – the Columbus project. 
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sis of the Convenor of the Council’s Child and Family Services
Committee, Professor Patrick Parkinson.5 The final report was also
drafted taking account of the analysis and recommendations set out in
the Family Law Pathways Advisory Group’s Report, Out of the Maze6,
and in light of the ongoing Family Court initiative for managing Family
Court residence and contact disputes when allegations of child abuse
have been made – known as the Magellan Project.7
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Family Law and Child Protection, published by the
Family Law Council (October 2002), is available on
the Council’s website at www.law.gov.au/flc/ 
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Designing family support 
programs: Building children,
family and community
resilience, by Margaret Sims,
Common Ground Publishing,
Altona, Victoria, 2002.
Price: $49.00.

From their beginnings in the

United States in the 1970s,

family support programs have

continued to grow and 

generate the interest of policy

makers and government.This

practical book aims to provide

the reader with an understanding

of family support programs,

from an Australian and New

Zealand perspective.The intent

of the book is not to provide a

formula for developing specific

programs,rather it aims to provide

a general framework that can be

applied to the development of

programs at the policy and 

procedural levels. Initial chapters

outline why family support 

programs are needed, the aims

of family support programs, and

the theoretical underpinnings of

family support. Chapters are 

also devoted to specific types of 

programs – for example, early

intervention programs and

community focused programs

such as those targetting schools,

child abuse and neglect, and

mental illness. Final chapters

address adminstrative issues

such as staffing and evaluating

programs.This book would 

be a valuable addition to all

practitioners in the family 

support/social welfare fields.

Inequality in Australia, by Alastair
Greig, Frank Lewins and Kevin
White, Cambridge University
Press, Port Melbourne, 2003.
Price: $44.95.

In this text the authors argue

that, although many Australians

believe that they live in an 

egalitarian society,this is indeed a

myth, and that Australian society

is now more unequal than at any

stage of its past.Aimed at tertiary

students, the book analyses and

explains inequality, and offers a

new critical perspective on the

forms of inequality in Australia.

Chapters look at: class, mortality

and morbidity; gender, age and

disability; the inequality of social

resources; cultural differences

and inequality; the inequality of

life choices; and the myth of

egalitarianism and political

struggles for equality. At the end

of each chapter, key terms and

concepts used within the chapter

are listed, as is a list of further

study questions. A substantial

bibliography is also included.

These selected books on

family-related topics are

recent additions to the

Institute’s Family Information

Centre. They are available

through libraries, through 

the Family Information Centre

via the Inter Library Loan

system, or for purchase from

good book shops. Prices are

given as and when supplied.

C A R O L E  J E A N

B O O K  N O T E S

Parenting and disability:
Disabled parents’ experiences 
of raising children, by Richard
Olsen and Harriet Clarke,
Policy Press, Bristol, 2003.
Price: UK 18.99.

While much has been written 

on the subject of parents raising

disabled children, much less

research has focused on parents

who are themselves disabled.

This UK study of parenting,

disability and mental health

aims to redress this lack of

research. Parents and children in

75 one-parent and two-parent

families were interviewed for

the project.The disabilities of

the parents included both 

physical disabilities (such as

Part of the family: Pathways
through foster care, by Gillian
Schofield, British Association 
of Adoption and Fostering,
London, 2003.

How can or does long-term 

foster care meet the needs of

children? What are the different

pathways that foster children 

follow through childhood and

into adult life? In investigating

the experiences, feelings and

memories of 40 adults who 

were fostered long term, the

author attempts to answer 

these two questions. From the

interviews, the author devel-

oped seven different groupings

or pathways that the young 

persons’lives had followed.

Subsequent chapters analyse

these pathways, which examine

the quality of caregiving, the 

continuity of placement,

the attachment of the child 

to the family, and the role of 

factors outside of the family –

for example, school, friendships,

and the role of professional 

personnel such as social 

workers. In conclusion, the

author puts forward suggestions

for the development of long-term

foster care so that it can best

meet the needs of children.
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ASKING THE CHILDREN

As part of it’s submission to

the Human Rights and Equal

Opportunities Commission’s

(HREOC) National Inquiry

into Children living in 

immigration detention,

the New South Wales 

Commission for Children and

Young People has produced

a booklet called Ask the 

children: Kids speak out 

about immigration detention

experiences.

Copies of the booklet and

the Commission’s complete 

submission can be accessed

from their website at:

What to do when your children
turn into teenagers?, by David
Bennett and Leanne Rowe,
Random House, Milson’s Point,
2003. Price: $29.95.

This book is aimed at providing

practical and down-to-earth

advice to the parents of

teenagers.Written by two 

medical doctors who specialise

in adolescent health, Section

One covers puberty, teenage

behaviour, authoritative 

parenting, teenagers and the

media, eating habits, and 

sexuality. Section Two, entitled

“Home and away”, looks at the

importance of parents, families

getting on together, teenagers,

school and the community,

and the effects of parents on

teenagers.The final Section,

“It won’t happen in our family”,

looks at teenagers and risk-

taking.Written in an accessible

Carole Jean is the Reference

Librarian in the Institute’s Family

Information Centre.

Family focused grief therapy:
A model of family-centred 
care during palliative care 
and bereavement, by David W.
Kissane and Sidney Bloch,
Open University Press,
Buckingham, UK, 2002.

This book presents a model 

of family-centred care, which

can be applied during the

period of palliative care of the

patient, and also during the

period of bereavement after 

the death of the patient.The

model provides a structured

approach that supports the 

family in their care-giving role,

and also guides them through

the journey of illness, death 

and bereavement. Individual

chapters look at how life-

threatening illnesses and grief

affect families; how family-

focused grief therapy can be

applied in different family 

situations; and what implications

its introduction would have 

for service providers.This book

would make valuable reading 

for anyone concerned with 

the care of people facing life-

threatening illness and their

families.

multiple sclerosis) and mental

impairment (such as depres-

sion).Topics include: disabled

parents’access to support (both

formal and informal), children’s

involvement in caring for their

parents, and how changes in 

the life-course affect disabled

parents (for example, relationship

breakdown).The authors also

advocate for measures to be

introduced which support 

disabled parents and their 

families.This book would make

important reading for anyone

working in the disability or

wider social services fields, as

well as policy makers who have

an interest in this area.

style, this book would make

interesting and entertaining

reading for all parents of

teenagers. References for 

further reading, and a list of 

useful website addresses is 

also included.

http://www.kids.nsw.gov.au/ourwork/immigration

detention.html

Details of HREOC’s Inquiry can be found at:

http://www.hreoc.gov.au/human_rights/children_

detention/index.html



22–23 September 2003
Ageing Symposium
Australian National University,
Canberra
The Centre for Mental Health
Research will co-host The Dynamic
Processes in Ageing Symposium,
which aims to capture emergent
cross-discipline themes that will
determine future directions in
gerontological research.The 
conference is funded directly by
the Australian National University
(ACT),Flinders University (SA),
the National Institute of Health
and Human Sciences at the 
Australian National University
(ACT),and Pennsylvania State 
University (USA).

Further information: Claire Kelly:
claire.kelly@anu.edu. Professor
Helen Christensen: helen.chris
tensen@anu.edu.au. Dr Kaarin
Anstey:kaarin.anstey@anu.edu.au.
Phone: (02) 6125 2741. Fax: (02)
6125 0733.Web: www.anu.edu.
au/cmhr/symposium/index.html

25–28 September 2003
Marriage and Relationship 
Education
Adelaide, SA
“The Art of the Heart and the
Heart of the Art”,the 2003 Marriage
and Relationship Education
National Conference conference,
will explore what is at the heart of
our art and how we can use the
arts to enhance our practice.The
conference will consider questions
such as: How can the arts (film,
drama, music) help us to 
understand the dynamics of 
relationships? To what extent is
relationship education a matter
of skill and how much an art?
What are creative ways in which
educators can make use of all art
forms in their programs? How do
creativity and best practice work
together?

Further information: Elizabeth
O’Connor: Phone: (08) 82108150.
Email:eoconnor@centacare.org.au.
Catholic Society for Marriage
Education:Web: www.csme.
catholic.org.au/

9–10 October 2003
Families First in Practice 
Sydney, NSW
The first statewide Families First
conference will offer a valuable
opportunity to exchange infor-
mation and stimulate ideas on
what it takes to build a support
network that aims to improve
outcomes for children. Confer-
ence themes are: Building and
nurturing networks to support
planning and better service 
delivery; Changing the way we
work together to support families;
Re-thinking and developing 
practices for better outcomes.

Further information:The Hotel
Network. Phone: (02) 9411 4666.
Web:www.hotelnetwork.com.au

22–24 Oct 2003
Family Services Australia 
Melbourne, Vic
The 2003 National Family Services
Australia Conference will progress
the work initiated at last year’s
conference on results and
accountability mechanisms that
surround the delivery of services
to families, and which evaluate
the success or otherwise of these
services.The conference will 
have the parallel themes of 
People – Children and Families;
Partnerships – Beyond the
Boundaries; and Building a 
Workable Performance Measure
to Benefit Families and Funders.

Further information: Family 
Services Australia, PO Box 326,
Deakin West ACT 2600. Phone:
(02) 6281 1788. Fax: (02) 6281
1794. Email fsa@fsa.org.au.

24–26 November 2003
Housing Futures
Adelaide, SA
Australia will undergo considerable
demographic and social change
in the next 10 to 20 years.The
Third National Housing Confer-
ence 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 Neglect will
be hosted by the New South

Wales 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 Ser-
vices, New South Wales. Phone:
(02) 9209 6229. Fax: (02) 9209
6233. Email: jeanette.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
Building a Truly Civil Society,
the Third Australian Family and
Community Strengths Confer-
ence, 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.

Further information: Email family
strengths@pco.com.au.Web:
www.pco.com.au/familystrengths

10–12 December 2003
Unemployment
University of Newcastle
Broad themes for the 5th Path 
to Full Employment Conference
and 10th National Conference 
on Unemployment are: welfare 
to work issues; macroeconomic
policy and full employment;
regional and environmental
issues; long-term, youth and
indigenous unemployment;
the future of work; globalisation;
and policy responses to 
unemployment.

Further information: Centre of 
Full Employment and Equity,
University of Newcastle,Callaghan
NSW 2308 Australia. Phone: (02)
4921 7283. Fax: (02) 4921 6919.
Web: http://e1.newcastle.edu.au/
coffee/conferences/2003/
index.cfm

14–17 January 2004
Infant Mental Health 
Melbourne, Vic
The Local Organising Committee
from the Australian Association
for Infant Mental Health is 
hosting the 9th World Congress
of the World Association for
Infant Mental Health.The theme
of the conference is “The baby’s
place in the world”.

Further information: Web: www.
waimh.org/World_Congress.htm

14–17 April 2004
Community Development
Melbourne, Vic
There is a renewal of interest in
community development, both
in Australia and internationally.
Sponsored by the Centre for 
Citizenship and Human Rights,
Deakin University,the Community
Development, Human Rights and
the Grassroots conference will
explore the questions:What does
community development look
like today? What are the 
key issues? What is its potential?
How is it operating at the grass-
roots and in global contexts?
What are the links between 
community development and
human rights? 

Further information:Anne O’Keefe,
Centre for Citizenship and Human
Rights, Deakin University. Email:
aok@deakin.edu.au. Phone: (03 )
5227 2113. Fax: (03) 5227 2018.

13–14 May, 2004
National Respite Conference
Darwin, NT
The National Respite 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

21–24 July 2004
One World: Many Childhoods 
Melbourne, Vic
This XXIV World Congress of 
The World Organisation for Early
Childhood Education will be a
unique opportunity to highlight
OMEP’s concern for early child-
hood development across the
world.The overall theme is One
World: Many Childhoods.The pro-
gram will provide opportunities
to explore issues such as children
in difficult circumstances, innova-
tion in service delivery, Indigenous
children’s needs and services 
and children’s health and social
services. It aims to challenge 
participants to think carefully
about the types of programs
delivered to young children.

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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C O N F E R E N C E S

B E L I N D A  S N I D E R

This short selection of
forthcoming family-related
conferences is taken from the
Australian Institute of Family
Studies Internet listing, which
is updated weekly. For the
complete, up-to-date list,
refer to www.aifs.gov.au/
institute/conf/confmenu.html
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P U B L I C A T I O N S

This new Research Paper from the Institute uses data from
the 1986 and 1996 Australian Censuses to explore the
possible reasons for the differences in the labour market
trends between lone mothers and couple mothers.

Over the last 20 years there has been a substantial increase
in the proportion of lone mothers employed part-time,
while the proportion employed full-time is much the same
in 2002 as it was in 1983.The experience of couple mothers
is quite different, with both full-time and part-time

employment increasing at similar rates.The net effect is
that both lone and couple mothers have had similar
increases in overall employment rates but that the nature
of the growth in employment has been different among
the lone and couple mother populations.

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

Family change and community life

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 com-
munity 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,AIFS Research
Paper No.32,April 2003.52 pages.Also available online.

Changes in the labour force status of lone and couple
Australian mothers, 1983-2002, by Matthew Gray,
Lixia Qu,Jennifer Renda,David de Vaus,AIFS Research
Paper No.33,June 2003.32 pages.Also available online.

See over page for how to obtain/access these FREE publications

Stronger Families
Learning Exchange
Bulletin, Published 
by the Australian
Institute of Family
Studies, No.3,Winter
2003. 38 pages.
Also available online.

Child Abuse Prevention
Newsletter, From the
National Child 
Protection Clearing-
house at the Australian
Institute of Family
Studies, vol. 11, no. 1
Winter 2003.32 pages.
Also available online.
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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.

Social capital at work
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 under-
standings 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.





AUSTRALIAN INSTITUTE OF FAMILY STUDIES

The Institute is an statutory authority which originated 

in the Australian Family Law Act (1975). It was established

by the Australian Government in February 1980.

The Institute promotes the identification and 

understanding of factors affecting marital and family

stability in Australia by:

researching and evaluating the social, legal and 

economic wellbeing of all Australian families;

informing government and the policy making 

process about Institute findings;

communicating the results of Institute and other 

family research to organisations concerned with family 

wellbeing and to the wider general community;

promoting improved support for families, including

measures which prevent family disruption and

enhance marital and family stability.

The objectives of the Institute are essentially practical

ones, concerned primarily with learning about real 

situations through research on Australian families.
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Phone (03) 9214 7888  Fax (03) 9214 7839
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