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

Departure of David de Vaus 
After a period of 18 months as part-time Senior
Research Advisor at the Australian Institute of
Family Studies, David de Vaus is returning to
full-time employment at La Trobe University.
He has been appointed as Professor of Sociol-
ogy, and will be taking up the role of Head of

the School of Social Sciences. We congratulate him warmly
on this appointment, which he richly deserves, but are sorry
that it means that we lose him.

David has had a long history of involvement with the Insti-
tute, having been here previously as Research Manager  over
the period 1995 to 1998. During this latest period, he shared
management responsibility with me for Institute research
programs and contracts, which allowed me to work also as
Project Director for the Growing Up in Australia study. 

His time at the Institute has been extremely productive. He
has been generous and wise with his advice to our researchers;
he has initiated and brought to completion a number of joint
projects; he has represented the Institute at a large number of
forums; and he has been very supportive of me during a very
busy time. I record my grateful thanks for all this.

We look forward to continued collaboration with David,
who will retain a position as Honorary Research Fellow at
the Institute. In particular, we are looking forward to the
publication, later in the year, of his book, Diversity and
change in Australian families: A statistical profile, which I
am confident will be a very valuable resource for all with an
interest in Australian families.

The Board of Management and members of staff join me
in wishing David all the very best for the future.

“Child custody” debate continues
The last edition of Family Matters presented a number of
papers concerning the debate about caring for children
after parental separation, stimulated by the Australian
Government’s Inquiry into Child Custody Arrangements in
the Event of Family Separation. Given the relevance of
much past and current Institute research to this topic, the
Institute contributed a substantial written submission to
the Inquiry, and Institute researcher Bruce Smyth and I
made a personal appearance before the committee. 

As the Inquiry reaches its closing phases, the topic con-
tinues to be hotly debated. In our Family Law column in this
edition, Institute researcher Catherine Caruana reports on
a forum held on 13 November 2003 titled “Joint Rebuttable
Custody: In the Child’s Best Interests?”, hosted by the Aus-
tralian Family Mediation Association and the new
Roundtable Dispute Management unit at Victoria Legal Aid. 

Vale
While the Institute has been active and productive on
many fronts over recent months, we have also been deeply
saddened by the sudden and untimely loss of a friend and
colleague, Christine McCarthy (see box opposite). Chris
touched all of our lives and she is greatly missed.

Greetings
Let me take this opportunity to send Season’s Greetings
and best wishes for a happy, peaceful and productive new
year to all readers of Family Matters.

A.S.

O V E R V I E W

have pleasure in introducing readers to this
issue of Family Matters which focuses on
multiple aspects of ageing as it impacts on
Australia’s families. Ageing is a topic which is
going to be of increasing salience to Australia,

and where there is a clear need for sound research evi-
dence, policy analysis and informed comment. Over
the next 30 years Australia’s population will age, with a
number of social and economic consequences. Fur-
ther, the roles of older people in Australian society are
diverse and changing. This edition seeks to contribute
to the knowledge base and the debate about both these
complex issues. 

The Australian Institute of Family Studies has a his-
tory of research on ageing and families, and it is an area
of continuing activity. The Institute’s 2002-2005
Research Plan highlights ageing as one focus for our
future research. The importance of increasing the
knowledge base around ageing is also reflected in the
inclusion of “ageing well, ageing productively” as a pri-
ority goal under the National Research Priority goal of
“promoting and maintaining good health”.

This introduction first offers a brief discussion of
some of the issues associated with population ageing.
An overview is then provided of the set of papers in this
edition which take various approaches to understand-
ing the effects and consequences of ageing for
Australian families, and the roles of older people within
families. Within this set of papers are four by Institute
researchers, and four contributions by external
authors. Readers are also alerted to some of the other
material in this edition (see previous column). 

One of the important roles of the Institute is to stim-
ulate research on emerging issues for Australian
families, and so we also offer some suggestions for
directions for future research (see accompanying box).
This was compiled by Matthew Gray, the Principal
Research Fellow in the Family and Society Research
Program at the Institute, and David de Vaus, the Insti-
tute’s Senior Research Adviser. I also record my thanks
to Matthew Gray for his work in coordinating the con-
tent of this edition.

Anticipated consequences of population ageing
Of course, the shape of Australia’s population in 30 or
50 years time is uncertain, as are the consequences of
population ageing. The anticipated problems of an age-
ing society are based on projections about the future
trajectories of a range of economic and social factors
(for example, labour force participation, retirement
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ages and productivity growth). These predictions are
founded on the world as we know it now. 

But the world has a habit of changing in ways which we
do not anticipate. In a period of low fertility in the early
1930s the “baby boom” of the late 1940s and early 1950s
was not anticipated. And the possibility of population age-
ing was barely mentioned in the 1975 Report of the
National Population Inquiry (the Borrie Report). Never-
theless, we clearly need to take these projections seriously,
at the same time as trying to refine them.

“Ageing is the biggest economic and social issue facing
Australia today” (the Hon. Kevin Andrews MP, Media
Release, 29 October 2002). This statement by the then Min-
ister for Ageing illustrates recognition by government of the
far-reaching significance of population ageing. With an older
population in the next 25 to 30 years, some of the economic
and social arrangements that have worked reasonably well
with a younger population profile will not be appropriate. 

Discussions of population ageing have been framed largely
in terms of increased costs (for example, health, aged care

accommodation and social safety net payments) at the same
time as the taxation base shrinks due to the smaller propor-
tion of the population who are of the traditional working age. 

Some predict that this will result in competition between
younger and older generations for government resources,
with intergenerational conflict replacing intergenerational
solidarity. Ian MacFarlane, Governor of the Reserve Bank of
Australia, recently stated: “If we are not careful, there is a
potential for conflict between generations. The young may
resent the tax burden imposed on them to pay for pension
and health expenditure to the old” (Address to 2003 Mel-
bourne Institute Economic and Social Outlook Conference
Dinner, Melbourne, 13 November 2003). 

Some of the commonly mentioned potential solutions to
the “problems” generated by population ageing are
increasing fertility rates, increasing labour force participa-
tion rates, increasing retirement ages, increasing the
extent to which people make financial provisions so as to
support themselves in later life, and containing the growth
in public health expenditures. 

The Acting Director, members of staff and the Board of
Management of the Australian Institute of Family Studies
deeply regret the untimely passing of our colleague
Christine McCarthy, on 8 October 2003.

Chris joined the Institute in July 1999 as the Institute’s
Survey Operations Manager, with responsibility for the
operational aspects of surveys conducted by the Institute,
including Computer Assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI),
and face-to-face and mail-out surveys. 

Chris made an immensely valuable contribution to the
work of the Institute. She had the uncanny knack of
recruiting and training fine teams of competent interviewers, and then
calmly motivating them to provide high quality work. This contributed
greatly to the success of contract research projects such as Healthy
Retirement and other surveys for Lincoln Gerontology, the International
Youth Development Study for the Centre for Adolescent Health, and
Institute projects such as the Social Capital project and, more recently, the
Child Care Choices study.

Chris lived a full and varied life. Born in Yorkshire in 1943, she had a variety
of jobs before returning to study in 1965 and completing her BA Hons
Degree in Politics, Philosophy and History at the University of Lancaster in
1968. Then came work and travel. For nine years (1968–1977) Chris lived
in Laos where she was a primary school teacher at the International School
in Vientiane. There, she taught classes of children aged five to ten years, in
English and Laotian; she also taught English as a second language. 

On returning to London in 1977, Chris worked as Chief Operator
(Communications), training computer operators and maintaining
communications and hardware for a large developer of market research

software. During this time she helped start up the
company’s first office in the United States.

Chris came to Melbourne in 1987 to take up a position
with the Reark Group, where she was initially responsible
for computer support and subsequently became Manager
of one of Australia’s largest CATI teams. She was at Reark
for eight years, where she made many lifelong friends.

During her four years with the Institute, Chris was an
unfailingly cheerful and generous colleague. She was
always interesting and fun to be with – especially as she
was the provider of dishes of sweets, sumptuous fruits,

and exotic morsels of foreign delights such as fresh rambutan or dried
tamarind – offered to all! Her bowls of flowers and dried arrangements, and
her home-made Christmas decorations each December, kept the office
alive and interesting. She had a wonderful, sometimes quirky, sense of
style. And who can forget her distinctive garb, her jaunty hats, and oft-
changing hair styles! 

She was a great participant in the life of the Institute and we will miss her unique
style – her wit, wisdom and kindness. A true individual, she was also a loyal
team player – a special person who touched the lives of everyone who knew her.

Without complaint, Chris put up with periods of ill health over the past year.
It was a great shock when one such episode flared into the peritonitis that
took her life.

We extend our sincere condolences to Chris’s husband Mike, and hope that
he can find some consolation in the genuinely deep affection that so many
people here felt for Chris. 

Ross Millward, on behalf of colleagues at the Institute

Christine McCarthy
7 December 1943 – 8 October 2003

➤



In addition to the ageing and family links outlined in this edition
of Family Matters, there are a number of other important areas of
research in the ageing and family area that warrant further atten-
tion. Among these are the following broad topic areas.

The contributions of older people to their family

To what extent do older people provide financial and non finan-
cial transfers to younger family members? What are the
expectations and values among older people and younger peo-
ple regarding support from older family members? 

The role of families in supporting older people

To what extent do older people receive physical and emotional
care from family members? Who provides care? What is the cost
saving to governments of caring provided by family members for
older Australians? How do older people without younger family
members available manage? What are the costs and benefits to
families of the responsibilities that they accept for elder care? 

The interface between work and family

Increases in the number of older people combined with
increased employment rates of women has implications for the

capacity of women to provide support for elderly family mem-
bers. This has implications for employers who have employees
with elder care responsibilities and for governments that rely on
this unpaid work. 

Maintaining labour force participation among older workers

The abolition of compulsory, age-based retirement means that
people can continue to work beyond the age of 65 years. As this
becomes a policy goal we need to understand the role of family
related factors in decisions about early retirement and decisions
to continue in the paid workforce. 

Grandparenting

With the possible exception of the role of grandparents in the
provision of child care, we know remarkably little about the role
and experience of grandparenting in contemporary Australia.
We need to know more about the nature of grandparents’ rela-
tionships with their grandchildren, the impact they have on their
grandchildren’s lives, and the factors that help to make this 
a positive experience for both parties. While the papers in this
edition start to shed light on the question, we need to know

in 1860 is very different from its meaning and consequences
in 2003, and most probably from its meaning in 2050. 

Ageing and families
The main emphasis of policy makers and researchers has
been on the economic and health consequences of an ageing
society. While the roles of families have been acknowledged
in discussions of research and policy priorities (mainly in
the context of care provision), less attention has been given
to the links between family issues and ageing issues. This is
surprising given that families play a major part in shaping
our lives at all points in the life course. 

The roles of older people within families, as well as in
the broader society, have also been under-examined.
These roles differ across different cultural groups, and 
so the experiences of older people born in, and outside of,
Australia can be expected to differ. Further, the roles of
grandparents as child carers have changed markedly as 
it has become the norm for both parents to participate 
in paid work outside the home. Older people also at 
times find themselves becoming full-time carers for 
their grandchildren when, for one reason or another, the
biological parents are unable to care for them. Little
research has examined the experiences of older people in
these situations.

Overview of papers in this edition 
The articles in this edition of Family Matters seek to shed
light on some of the issues raised above. The first paper, 
by Institute researchers Ruth Weston, Lixia Qu and Grace
Soriano, continues the Institute’s tradition of drawing
together data on demographic trends and analysing 
their implications. It provides an overview of the changing
demographic face of Australia, its age structure and 
cultural diversity, and explores the implications of these
trends for future older Australians and their families.

Two papers have a focus on macro issues to do with 
ageing. In one of these, Jonathan Bradshaw and Emese

The Prime Minister has recently called for “all levels of
government, business and the community to work
together to help encourage older workers so that Australia
can sustain its high levels of economic growth into the
future” (Media Release: 27 August 2003).

Opportunities as well as costs
While it is important to respond to the anticipated prob-
lems generated by population ageing, a balanced approach
takes account of the potential benefits as well. 

Discussions of ageing frequently adopt a stereotype of
older people as dependent, in poor health and in need of
care and support. This stereotype is particularly evident in
problem-oriented approaches to ageing where the focus is
on the negative aspects of ageing and the costs of ageing.
The then Minister for Ageing, the Hon Kevin Andrews MP,
has drawn attention to this problem: “One of the main
challenges facing an ageing population is to overcome
these negative stereotypes which hinder the participation
and encouragement of older people in our society”
(Address to the 6th Global Conference of the International
Federation on Ageing, Perth, 29 October 2002). 

Similarly, the Shadow Minister for Ageing and Seniors,
the Hon. Annette Ellis MP, highlighted the positive contri-
bution of older people to the community: “It is important
that we acknowledge that Australians aged 65 years and
over lead very active lives, and contribute much to our
communities through their volunteer work, assistance to
their families and participation in their communities”
(Media Statement, 18 March 2003).

A more sophisticated view of population ageing recog-
nises that the meaning of chronological age and of
population ageing changes over time and between cultures.
Australia’s population has been ageing steadily since at 
least the 1860s when just 2 per cent of the population 
was aged over 65 years. In 2001, over 13 per cent were aged
over 65. But the meaning of chronological age is socially, his-
torically and culturally determined. What it meant to be 65
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Mayhew address the arguments about intergenerational
competition for resources. They examine the extent to
which ageing has resulted in a shifting of public expenditure
systematically in favour of the elderly at the expense of chil-
dren in selected OECD countries over the last 20 years.
Their conclusion is that there is currently little evidence of

a trade-off in expenditure
between these two groups. 

The paper by David de Vaus
and Matthew Gray (Institute
researchers) and David Stan-
ton (social policy consultant)
tackles the negative stereo-
types of older people head-on
by presenting estimates of the
value of the unpaid work done
at different stages of life. This
paper clearly demonstrates 
the substantial voluntary con-
tribution that older people
make to society, both within
and outside their households,
emphasising that older people
should not be considered

merely a “cost”. A fuller version of this paper has been pub-
lished as an Institute Research Paper, and it has been
rewarding to observe the keen media interest in its findings.

The article by the Seniors and Means Test Branch of
the Australian Government Department of Family and
Community Services draws attention to some of the links
between family and ageing issues and the ways in which
family policy initiatives can address some of these issues.

Older people have widely diverging experiences. Several
articles examine the experiences of older people in different
circumstances. The article by Institute researchers Lixia
Qu and Ruth Weston uses data from the HILDA survey to
examine the relationship between older people’s living
arrangements and their sense of personal wellbeing. They
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more about the costs and benefits of grandparenting. Further, lit-
tle is known about the difficulties that grandparents may have in
gaining access to their grandchildren – especially where family
breakdown has occurred. 

Beliefs and attitudes about intergenerational obligations

A common assumption regarding families and ageing is that
older people are happy to accept care from their adult children
and that their children accept these responsibilities. A clear
understanding of the actual beliefs and attitudes held by various
segments of the population is needed to provide a better guide to
their likely impact on policy initiatives.

Supporting family relationships in later life

Much ageing policy assumes a family that functions reasonably
well. But this cannot be assumed. We need to know more about
marital quality in later life and to identify ways in which such
marriages can be strengthened and supported as couples expe-
rience some very big transitions. Similarly, links between 
adults and their older parents are generally assumed to play 
an important role in later life and much social policy assumes

that these relationships are active and positive. However, we
know very little about the quality of these intergenerational 
relationships and they can deliver the types of supports that
policies assume.

Changing family structures

Family structures are changing at a rapid rate. People are having
fewer children and are having them later in life. More people are
expected to remain childless. Divorce and complex family struc-
tures all have potential implications for the part that families
play in the lives of older people. 

Changing gender roles

Since the 1970s there have been considerable changes in atti-
tudes about gender roles. These changes have the potential to
impact on family relationships and patterns of care and support
in later life. So far we know very little about how these changes
will flow through to later life, for example by affecting older
men’s and women’s ways of managing later life and the care and
support provided by other family members.

David de Vaus and Matthew Gray

conclude that, while older people are in general doing quite
well, those who live alone appear to be more vulnerable to
loneliness and report lower levels of satisfaction with life.

Given that the meaning and expectations of old age vary
by culture, the experience of older people from different
ethnic groups will also vary. Ethnicity is linked to values
and beliefs regarding family obligations and roles, and the
migration experience adds another layer of complexity to
this. The paper by Trang Thomas, “Older migrants and
their families in Australia”, alerts us to some of the diffi-
culties that can be encountered by older people and their
families as both older and younger generations attempt to
make adjustments to a new country and a new culture.

In further investigations of the roles of older people
within their families, two papers examine some of the wide
diversity of experiences of grandparents. While many older
people eagerly anticipate grandchildren and take joy in
their relationship with them, some find themselves having
a different grandparenting role from the one they might
have imagined. The paper by Joy Goodfellow and Judy
Laverty highlights the diversity of experiences, and some
of the ambivalences, of grandparents who act as child car-
ers while the child’s parents are at work. In the Family
Matters Opinion column, Margot Fitzpatrick and Patricia
Reeve from the Council on the Ageing, alert us to the sig-
nificant stresses and difficulties that can be encountered
by some of these grandparents who end up raising their
grandchildren themselves because of parental incapacity.

I hope this edition of Family Matters serves to con-
tribute to thinking about how we should be responding to
the needs of older people as well as to the anticipated pop-
ulation trends in the future. Ageing will continue to be a
focus of Institute research, and we welcome readers’ ideas
about issues in need of investigation.



More recently, the discussion on Australia’s pop-
ulation composition has taken a new direction –
one that was hardly mentioned at all in the 1975
National Population Inquiry (McDonald and Kippen
1999a). This concerns the growing number and
proportion of older people – the so-called “ageing of
the population” – that many other developed coun-
tries are also now facing. 

This article outlines the changing size and struc-
ture of Australia’s population, the components of
population growth and ageing, and projections for
the next 100 years. Considerable attention is given
to the implications that such population trends
have for families.

Population growth and its components
Australia’s population has increased nearly five-
fold since the beginning of the 20th century, from
3.77 million to 18.77 million at the time of the 2001
Census (ABS 2003a). The highest population
growth occurred after World War II and the lowest
occurred in the 1930s, coinciding with the Great
Depression. Two-thirds of Australia’s population
growth in the 20th century can be attributed to nat-
ural increase – that is, to the excess of births over
deaths (ABS 2001). However, fertility and mortality
rates have undergone significant changes, while the
other key factor, net overseas migration, has fluctu-
ated substantially.

Although the total fertility rate has also varied
over time, it has fallen from a peak of 3.55 births 

ever far from the surface of national 
consciousness, the issue of Australia’s
population size and composition is again
in the news. The concept of “populate or
perish” loomed large after World War II

in response to two issues: fears that Australia would
be incapable of defending its borders from attack;
and the need for unskilled labour. Now it is again
receiving considerable public scrutiny. 

Those in favour of a large increase in the popula-
tion size often argue that population growth is
essential for economic growth, although security of
Australia’s borders is also discussed (for example,
Katter 2002). On the other hand, opponents of a
larger population include those who focus on the
increased degradation that would occur to Australia’s
fragile natural environment, increased congestion in
Sydney and Melbourne where most immigrants set-
tle, and the undermining of social cohesion that
might occur if immigration levels are increased to
very high levels (for example, Jones 1997).

In relation to population composition, many of
the past debates have focused on the backgrounds
of immigrants. Examples include the controversies
surrounding the Immigration Restriction Act (or
“White Australia Policy”) and the associated 
dictation test that was introduced to retain the
Anglo-Celtic profile of the population, the surge of
European migrants with non-English-speaking
backgrounds after World War II, and the struggle of
generations of opponents of the “White Australia
Policy” to see it abolished (in the early 1970s). 
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from heart disease and stroke occurred (ABS
2003a; Hugo 2001).

While natural increase represents the main com-
ponent of Australia’s growth rate, immigrants have
played a significant role in terms of both absolute
numbers and the number of children born to immi-
grants after their arrival. Annual net overseas
migration has fluctuated widely, but net immigra-
tion has averaged around 80,000 to 90,000 per
annum since 1950 (McDonald 2002). 

The changing demographic face of Australia
The above components of population growth – fer-
tility, life expectancy and immigration – have had
an important impact on the age structure, sex ratio
among older people, and cultural diversity of Aus-
tralia’s population. Furthermore, with changes in
the source countries of immigrants over the years,
the cultural mix of people in different age groups
has varied.

Age structure
The fall in fertility rates and the significant improve-
ment in life expectancy have inevitably resulted in an
“ageing” of the population both in absolute and rela-
tive terms. The median age of the total population
increased by 12 years, from 22.6 in 1901 to 35.9 years

per woman in 1961 to a very low level of 1.75 in
2002, considerably lower than replacement 
level (2.06). While the fertility rate stabilised in the
late 1970s and 1980s to around 1.9, in the 1990s
the rate fell in small progressive steps as increasing
proportions of couples restricted their family size 
to one or two children, or people remained perma-
nently childless. Further increases in the rate of
childlessness are projected for women in their 
early childbearing years (ABS 2003; Merlo and
Rowland 2000).

While the fertility rate in Australia is at an all-
time low level, life expectancy is at an all time high,
having increased by slightly more than 20 years
since 1901. Boys and girls born at the beginning of
the 20th century could expect to live for 55 and 59
years respectively, while those born today can
expect to live for 77 and 82 years respectively. How-
ever, life expectancy is around 20 years lower for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples (ABS
2001a; ABS 2003a).

The improvements in life expectancy, particu-
larly prior to the 1970s, can be largely explained by
falls in the mortality rates of children – especially in
the first year of life – and to a lesser extent, of moth-
ers in childbirth. However, life expectancy of those
over 50 years old did not improve very much until
the 1970s and 1980s, when a reduction in deaths
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Age and sex structure of Australia's population, observed (1911, 1961, 2002) and projected (2051)Figure 1

net overseas migration. Figure 2 depicts the chang-
ing proportions of the population aged under 15
years and 65 or over (here called “older people”)
since 1901, and the proportions in these age groups
that are projected for the next 100 years. Under the
three scenarios, the representation of children
under 15 years in the total population is projected
to fall from 20 per cent in 2002 to around 12–15 per
cent by 2051, and the growth in numbers of chil-
dren aged under 15 years is projected to be much
slower than the overall population growth. 

By contrast, the size of the population aged 65 years
and over is projected to continue to grow at a pace
faster than that for the total population, so that by

2021 older people will have outnumbered those under
the age of 15 years. By 2051 older people will represent
27–30 per cent of the population. Similarly, the ABS
projects that the increase in the number of people aged
85 and over will be faster than the increase of the over-
all population, and that the gap in the life expectancy
of men and women will continue to narrow. 

However, Booth and Tickle (2003) project that life
expectancies of men and women are substantially
higher than “official” estimates, and thus underesti-
mate the size of the future older population, especially
the number of women aged 65 and over, and the
number of both men and women aged 85 and over.
They also maintain that the gap in the life expectan-
cies of men and women will narrow at a much slower
pace than the pace projected by the ABS. 

To what extent can immigration prevent or slow
down population ageing? McDonald and Kippen
(1999b) present empirical evidence suggesting that
net overseas migration of around 80,000 per year
plays an important role in slowing down population
ageing, and given current fertility and life expectancy
trends, this level of migration will be necessary to
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in 2002. That is, half the people in Australia were
older than 22.6 years at the start of the 20th century
and half were older than 35.9 years in 2002. 

The ageing of the population is captured in the
changing shape of the so-called “age-sex pyramid”
presented in Figure 1 for the years 1911, 1961 and
2002. The picture for 1911 resembles a pyramid
comprising relatively many children and relatively
few elderly people. In 1961, there was a swell in the
population aged under 15, representing most of the
post-war “baby boomers”, defined by the ABS as
residents born in Australia or overseas between
1946 and 1965 inclusive (ABS 2003b). By the end of
2002, this group was between 36 and 56 years old.

Despite their low fertility relative to their parents,
they are such a large group that their offspring like-
wise represent a large group (Jackson 2001;
McDonald 2002) – a trend which, along with
increased life expectancy, has resulted in an age-sex
profile that no longer resembles a pyramid.

Figure 1 also depicts the age-sex structure for
2051, as projected by the ABS (2003c) on the basis
of a set of specified assumptions regarding the total
fertility rate, life expectancy and net overseas
migration (see Figure 1 for details). Under these
assumptions, the age-sex structure in 2051 would
bear no resemblance at all to a pyramid. 

This projection is but one of a series developed by
the ABS and others (for example, Booth and Tickle
2003; McDonald and Kippen 1999a). Projections sim-
ply present outcomes if certain combinations of
trends in fertility rates, life expectancy and immigra-
tion occur, and are thus very useful in helping to
shape policy. 

The ABS (2003c) outlines two other “main” sets
of projections based on different combinations of
assumptions relating to fertility, life expectancy and

Whatever the pace of change in population ageing, the projections suggest that the nature of consumption and demands for
services will change, with health and aged care services increasing, and those geared towards children declining.

1911 1961



Proportion of population aged under 15 and aged 65 years
or over based on three alternative sets of assumptions

Source: ABS (1997), Australian Demographic Trends 1997, Catalogue No. 3102.0.   
ABS (2003), Population Projections Australia 2002-2101, Catalogue No. 3222.0.
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prevent spiraling population decline. However, their
analysis suggests that increases in net overseas
migration beyond this level become increasingly
ineffective and inefficient in deterring population
ageing in terms of change in population relative to
reduction in percentage of population aged 65 years
and over in a long-term perspective. (It should be
remembered that immigrants age as well and the
authors demonstrated that the higher fertility among
immigrants has little impact on the population age-
ing.) On the other hand, the effects on population
ageing of fertility and life expectancy trends in the
next few years will be considerable but mostly
delayed for 25 years given the relatively younger age
structure of the migrant population. McDonald and
Kippen thus conclude that substantial population
ageing will inevitably occur over the next few
decades.

Whatever the pace of change in population age-
ing, the projections suggest that the nature of
consumption and demands for services will change,
with health and aged care services increasing, and
those geared towards children declining. 

An important question relating to these trends is
whether or not there will remain a sufficient labour
supply to support the elderly, taking into account
the fact that the proportional representation of 
the other main dependent group (those too young
to work) is shrinking. However, the ratio of the
labour force to total dependents oversimplifies the
issue. For instance, technological advances may
improve labour productivity (McDonald and Kip-
pen 1999a), and even if they were the same size,
one of the two main dependent groups – the elderly
and the young – might put more pressure on the
public purse than the other. Regarding this issue,
the Australian Government’s Intergenerational
Report (released with the 2002–03 Budget) esti-
mates that the net costs to the Government of an
ageing population will increase.

The “working age” population is traditionally
defined as 15–64 years, although in practice many of
those aged 15–19 years remain in education, and
workforce participation rates fall considerably after

age 55. While the proportion of the population of
working age is currently growing (61 per cent in 1901;
64 per cent in 1976; and 67 per cent in 2002), accord-
ing to ABS projections, it will begin shrinking between
2011 and 2021 and return to around 60 per cent by
2040 (ABS 2003b; Access Economics 2001). 

Largely as a function of the slowdown in labour
force growth, the Australian Government’s Intergen-
erational Report projects that that the average growth
in real GDP will fall from 3.1 per cent in the 2000s to
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Source: ABS (1997), Australian Demographic Trends 1997, Catalogue No. 3102.0
ABS (2003), Population Projections Australia 2002-2101, Catalogue No. 3222.0

Assumptions of ABS population projection series:
Series A: total fertility rate =1.8 births per women from 2011, net overseas migration=125,000
from 2005-06, life expectancy=92.2 and 95.0 for men and women from 2050-51
Series B: total fertility rate =1.60 births per women from 2011, net overseas migration=100,000
from 2005-06, life expectancy=84.2 and 87.7 for men and women from 2050-51
Series C: total fertility rate =1.40 births per women from 2011, net overseas migration=70,000
from 2005-06, life expectancy=84.2 and 87.7 for men and women from 2050-51
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in older and younger age groups. According to the
2001 Census, 6 per cent of the overseas-born aged 65
or over and 18 per cent aged under 45 were born in
Hong Kong, China, Viet Nam, the Philippines or
Malaysia. The median ages for these groups ranged
from 33 (for those from Hong Kong) to 40 (for those
from China). On the other hand, 36 per cent of the
overseas-born aged 65 or over and only 20 per cent of
those under 45 years old were from the United King-
dom and Ireland, while 21 per cent aged 65 or over
and only 4 per cent aged under 45 were from the
Southern and South-Eastern European countries of
Italy, Greece, Croatia and Yugoslavia. Indeed, the
median ages of those born in Italy and Greece were 62
and 59 years respectively in 2001, while those for
Croatia and Yugoslavia were 54 and 49 respectively.

Among the immigrants who are now 65 years or
older, many of the women have difficulty communi-
cating effectively in English because they stayed
home to raise their family, while the men often
learned English in their workplace (Hugo 1998, cited
in Jackson 2001). Thus, aged care services need to
cater for language and other culture-specific needs of
these sub-groups entering old age. But as Paice
(2002) points out, while some cultures adjust more
readily to the “mainstream culture” than others, sub-
sequent cohorts of immigrants are less likely to
experience difficulties in communicating in English
when they enter old age, given the growing emphasis
on “skilled migration”. (See Thomas on older immi-
grants elsewhere in this edition.) 

Regional diversity
Differences in Australia’s states and territories in
fertility and mortality rates, and also in internal and
international migration, have resulted in quite dif-
ferent trends in the size and profile of people living
in these areas. South Australia and Tasmania have
the highest concentration of people aged 65 and
over (14.8 per cent and 14.0 per cent respectively)
while the Northern Territory had the youngest age
profile (only 3.9 per cent were 65 and over). 

1.9 per cent in the 2030s. Thus, the Government has
been developing policies to encourage labour force
participation, particularly amongst older Australians
(Access Economics 2001).

Cultural diversity and ageing
As Jackson (2001) notes, the extent of population
ageing varies for different ethnic groups, including
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and
people born overseas.

In the 2001 Census, 2.2 per cent of the popula-
tion were identified as Indigenous – more than
three times that in the 1971 Census. This increase
derives not only from natural increase, but also
from such factors as an increased propensity to
acknowledge this status and improvements in cen-
sus enumeration procedures (ABS
2003b). Given the relatively low life
expectancy and high fertility rate of Abo-
riginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
compared with the total population, the
former have a young age profile: 39.3 per
cent were under the age of 15, compared
with 20.8 per cent of the total Australian
population (ABS 2003a)  

Thus, although only 2.2 per cent of the
population were identified as Indigenous
in the 2001 Census, the latter group 
represented 4.1 per cent of the total pop-
ulation aged under 15 years, 1.9 per cent
of those aged 15 to 64, and only 0.5 per
cent of those aged 65 years or older. 

Jackson (2001) warns that the margin-
alisation of Indigenous people will
increase if the needs for resources of a
youthful population are not recognised in
the context of an ageing population. At
the same time, the ABS notes that the
number of older Indigenous people is
increasing rapidly, thereby increasing the
need for services for this segment of the population
(many of whom live in highly disadvantaged areas).

Like the Indigenous population, some of the
overseas-born sub-populations have a relatively
young age profile, while others have a relatively old
age profile – trends that result from the different
waves of immigrants from different countries over
the years. The Australian population has changed
dramatically in terms of cultural background since
World War II, from an almost exclusively Anglo-
Celtic background to one of the most ethnically
diverse countries in the world. 

For example, around three quarters of settlers
who arrived between 1959 and 1970 came from
only seven countries – the United Kingdom, Ireland,
Italy, Yugoslavia, Greece, Germany, and the Nether-
lands. By contrast, the most common birthplaces of
settlers arriving in the 1990s were New Zealand,
followed by the United Kingdom, Hong Kong, China,
Viet Nam, the Philippines and India, and they
accounted for around half of the settlers who
arrived in the period (DIMA 2001).

Given the changes in main source countries over
the years, coupled with a tendency for most immi-
grants to be relatively young on arrival, immigrants
from different countries are differentially represented
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Thus, markedly different projections have been
made regarding the age profile of populations in some
of these states/territories. According to ABS projec-
tions (Series B), natural decline (excess of deaths over
births) will be experienced first in Tasmania (between
2021 and 2026) and South Australia (between 2026
and 2031), but not within the next 50 years in the
Northern Territory. By 2051, the proportions of the
population aged 65 years and older in Tasmania and
South Australia will be more than twice that of the
Northern Territory (32–34 per cent and 31–34 per cent
for Tasmania and South Australia respectively com-
pared with 12–14 per cent for the Northern Territory). 

Thus, the social and economic implications 
associated with population decline and high con-
centrations of older people are clearly pressing

matters for South Australia and Tasmania. In addi-
tion, McDonald and Kippen (1999a) point out that
there are higher concentrations of older people liv-
ing in declining country areas where services are
being withdrawn and in coastal areas. 

Older Australians and their families
In order to understand the implications of these
trends for future older Australians and their fami-
lies, we need to take into account the family-related
experiences of those entering old age. 

Australia’s changing population profile has taken
place amidst a number of interacting changes occur-
ring within the family unit itself. Since the 1970s,
young adult children have increasingly remained
dependent on their parents, couples are delaying
marriage, and marriage rates have fallen. While rates
of divorce have fluctuated in recent years, cohabita-
tion has become increasingly prevalent but is now
more likely to end in separation and less likely to end
in marriage than in the past. There has also been a
rise in the proportion of adults living without part-
ners, partly as a result of divorce and the breakup of
cohabitating relationships, and, as noted earlier,
increasing proportions of couples are having few if
any children. Women are also having their first child
at an increasingly older age (de Vaus, forthcoming). 

Work patterns have also changed dramatically
over the last few decades. Women have increasingly
remained in the workforce, although this trend has
recently leveled out for those aged 20–45 years. By
contrast, the labour force participation of men aged
50 or more years fell and then leveled out (ABS,
Labour Force, various years).

Furthermore, migrants have lower labour force
participation rates for all age groups except 45–54
years, with those born outside the main English-
speaking countries having persistently high
unemployment rates (Bridge 2001). Nevertheless, as
noted above, the Australian Government has placed

increasing emphasis on targeting young skilled
migrants with sound language skills, and the labour
market outcomes of recently arrived migrants have
improved (Bridge 2001; Ruddock 2000).

These life course trends indicate that future
cohorts of older people will be characterised by
considerable diversity in backgrounds, workforce
experience, and opportunities for familial support.
Some of these factors are likely to have conflicting
effects on the financial viability and opportunities
for support for future older Australians.

The following discussion outlines some of the
implications of these trends for the financial well-
being of older people, their living arrangements,
opportunities for familial support, and likely contri-
butions from them.

Financial wellbeing: a mixed picture

Whiteford and Bond (2000) point out that many 
competing factors will influence the financial circum-
stances of future older Australians. Trends suggesting
a favourable financial outlook for future older people
include higher real salaries, more widespread super-
annuation coverage, greater housing wealth, and
increasing labour force participation of women.

Furthermore, according to Access Economics
(2001), if increasing proportions of older people
extend their work life to help meet future labour
supply needs, then personal financial risks linked
with early retirement will be avoided. 

On the other hand, Whiteford and Bond (2000)
also note trends entailing adverse financial effects –
for example, increasing wage inequalities, the large
number of men who are already “early retirees”,
and the increasing number of sole-parent families.
These authors point out that: 

• older women who are divorced, separated, or
who have never married, tend to have lower
incomes and fewer assets after retirement than
couples or men;

• the trend for families to have fewer children may be
more than offset by the higher costs of supporting
these children through tertiary education; while

• the trend for women to have babies later in life
often disrupts their careers and delays the asset-
building process (although it should be noted that
women who have had children at younger ages are
also likely to have experienced associated career
disruption and delays in asset building).

A relatively high proportion of people from non-
English-speaking backgrounds will have limited
financial resources given their relatively low labour
force participation rates. However, their adult chil-
dren appear to be more committed than other adult
children to helping their parents financially, and
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Contributions of older people

While a great deal of research and policy has tended
to focus on social, physical and financial difficulties
that older people may face, there has been a grow-
ing emphasis on the need to acknowledge the
positive potential experiences of older people
(Bishop 2000; Rowland 2003). Thus the notion of a
Third Age was coined, starting with the develop-
ment of “universities” or learning programs run by
and for older people (called Universities of the
Third Age), and now being considered more gener-
ally as a post-retirement-age period of personal
achievement and fulfilment (Rowland 2003). 

Although older people are more likely to have dis-
abilities than younger people (AIHW 2000), Rowland
(2003) points out that only a small proportion of peo-
ple aged 65 and over have “profound” handicaps
(defined as those who always require personal assis-
tance or supervision with self-care, mobility and
communication). He uses the experience of profound
handicaps as a proxy for the Fourth Age, charac-
terised by “true dependency and decrepitude” (p.
244). In 1998, 35.6 per cent of those aged 80 years
and over had a profound disability, compared with
5.7 per cent of those aged 65–74 years.

Various studies suggest that people in their 60s
and early 70s tend to be in good health and to lead
productive lives (see articles by de Vaus, Gray and
Stanton, and by Qu and Weston in this edition of
Family Matters) and are likely to provide more
practical support to their families than they receive
(McDonald and Kippen 1999a; Millward 1998).
Thus for several years, the “baby boomers” who will
begin to turn 65 in 2011 will represent a large group
of “older” potential contributors to their families

may thus help to shoulder the burden if they can
(Batrouney and Stone 1998).

Living arrangements and general support for older people
Families are by far the most significant sources of
care for the elderly, with women in particular pro-
viding such care (Wolcott 1997). According to the
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW
2000) spouses predominate as principal carers for
the elderly. Different demographic trends will have
opposing effects on the level of care provided by
spouses and other family members. If health per-
mits, opportunities for spousal support for some
people will increase, given the narrowing gap
between men’s and women’s life expectan-
cies. But as Jackson (1998) points out, the
combination of those who are single
through divorce and the widowed popula-
tion will result in the proportion of older
people living alone increasing as the baby
boomers enter old age. 

After a spouse, adult children are the
next major form of support for the elderly
(McDonald and Kippen 1999a; Millward
1998), and ageing parents from non-Eng-
lish-speaking backgrounds are more likely
than other ageing parents to live with their
children and thus receive everyday sup-
port – a trend that is likely to continue if
the stated intentions of children are real-
ized (Batrouney and Stone 1998).

Once again, different demographic
trends have opposing effects on opportu-
nities for support from their children.

First, McDonald and Kippen (1999a) report that,
over the next few decades, the chances of older peo-
ple having surviving children will be greater than for
current or all previous generations of older people,
but increases in family breakdown can lead to loss
of opportunities for such support. Research by Mill-
ward (1998) suggests that divorced people, along
with those who have remarried, are less likely than
other parents to receive any kind of support from
their adult children – a trend that is particularly
likely for fathers. In addition, Rowland (2003)
points out that, with the global economy, many par-
ents will remain “functionally childless” as their
children pursue jobs overseas. 

Further down the track, current increases in
childlessness and restrictions on family size mean
that there will be few if any children to provide or
share the load when those of childbearing age today
reach old age. Given that childlessness increases
the chances of placement in institutional care in old
age (Rowland 1998), these different forces may well
increase the demand for such care.
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and communities. However, their contributions to
their families may be affected by other factors such
as extended labour force participation. 

Conclusion 
The above-mentioned research into intergenerational
exchange highlights the continuing importance of
families as providers (and receivers) of support. The
ability of families to play a pivotal role in enabling
Australia to meet the challenges of its ageing popu-
lation will require the development of strong
partnerships between government, business, vari-
ous levels of the community, and families. 

This partnership will need to be directed not
only at supporting the frail elderly, but also at facil-
itating “healthy and active ageing” well before and
after the age of 65, thereby enhancing the chances
of older people experiencing that potentially pro-
ductive, enjoyable and fulfilling period in life called
the Third Age. 

Finally, as Mackay (2001) says: “We are begin-
ning to acknowledge the implications [of the shift in
the age distribution] for older people, but we seem
reluctant to imagine what it will be like for the chil-
dren born into a society where, by the middle of this
century, 25 per cent of the population will be over
the age of 65.” 

While older people continue to increase in both
absolute and relative terms in the coming decades, it is
important that the needs of young families, including
those of families with different cultural backgrounds,
not be overlooked by policy makers as “grey power”
increasingly occupies centre stage. 

References
ABS (various years), Labour Force Australia, Catalogue No.

6203.0, Australian Bureau of Statistics, Canberra.
ABS (2001), Year Book Australia 2001, Catalogue No. 1301.0,

Australian Bureau of Statistics, Canberra.
ABS (2003a), Census of Population and Housing, Ageing in

Australia, Catalogue No. 2048.0, Australian Bureau of
Statistics, Canberra.

ABS (2003b), Population Projections, Australia 2002-2101,
Catalogue No. 3222.0, Australian Bureau of Statistics, Canberra.

ABS (2003), Births Australia, Catalogue No. 3301.0, Australian
Bureau of Statistics, Canberra. 

Access Economics (2001), Population Ageing and the Economy,
Australian Government Department of Health and Aged Care,
Canberra.

AIHW (2000), “Disability and ageing: Australian population pat-
terns and implications”, Australian Institute of Health and
Welfare, Canberra. Online. 

Batrouney, T. & Stone, W. (19980, “Cultural diversity in family
exchanges”, Family Matters, no. 51, pp. 13-20. 

Bishop, B. (2000), The National Strategy for an Ageing
Australia: Attitudes, Lifestyle and Community Support,
Discussion Paper, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra.

Booth, H. & Tickle, L. (2003), The Future Aged: New Projections
of Australia’s Elderly Population, Working Paper in
Demography No. 90, Research School of Social Sciences,
Australian National University, Canberra.

Bridge, R. (2001), “Migrants in Australian labour market: Some
trends and developments”, People and Place, vol. 9, no. 1, 
pp. 51-60.

Commonwealth of Australia (2002), Intergenerational Report
2002-2003, 2002–2003 Budget Paper No. 5, Canberra.

DIMA (2001), Immigration: Federation to Century’s end,
Australian Government Department of Immigration and
Multicultural Affairs, Canberra.

Hugo, G. (2001), “Centenary article: A century of population
change in Australia”, in Year book Australia 2001, Catalogue No.
1301.0, Australian Bureau of Statistics, Canberra.

de Vaus, D. (forthcoming), Diversity and Change in Australian
Families: A Statistical Profile, Australian Institute of Family
Studies, Melbourne. 

Jackson, N. (1998), “Demographic compression and its implica-
tions for familial self-reliance”, Paper presented at Changing
Families, Challenging futures, 6th Australian Institute of Family
Studies Conference, Melbourne, November. 

Jackson, N. (2001),  The Policy Maker’s Guide to Population
Ageing:  Key Concepts and Issues, Australian Government
Department of Family and Community Services, Canberra.

Jones, G. (1997),  An Australian Population Policy, Research
Paper 17, Department of the Parliamentary Library, Canberra.

Katter, B. (2002), “Populate or perish still Australia’s motto”,
Australian Financial Review, 19 May.

McDonald, P. & Kippen, R. (1999a), “Ageing: The social and
demographic dimensions”, Paper presented at the Policy
Implications of the Ageing of Australia’s Population
Conference, Melbourne, March. 

McDonald & Kippen (1999b), The Impact of Immigration on the
Ageing of Australia’s Population, Australian Government
Department of Immigration, Mulitcultural and Indigenous
Affairs, Canberra. 

McDonald, P. (2002), “Australia’s population futures”, Paper pre-
sented at the DIMIA Migration Benefiting Australia
Conference, Sydney, 7-8 May. 

Merlo, R. & Rowland, D. (2000), “The prevalence of childless-
ness in Australia”, People and Place, vol. 8, no. 2, pp. 21-32.

Millward, C. (1998), Family Relationships and Intergenerational
Exchange in Later Life, Working Paper No. 15, Australian
Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne.

Paice, J. (2002), “Living arrangements and ethnicity of
Australia’s older population”, Populations of New Zealand and
Australia at the millennium: A joint special issue of the
Journal of Population Research and the New Zealand
Population Review, September, pp. 159-168. 

Rowland, D. (1998), “Consequences of childlessness in later life”,
Australasian Journal on Ageing, vol. 17, no. 1, pp. 24-28.

Rowland (2003), “An ageing population: Emergence of a new
stage of life?”, in S. Khoo and P. McDonald, (eds) The
Transformation of Australia’s Population: 1970-2030,
University of New South Wales Press, Sydney.

Ruddock, P. (2000), “The public policy dimensions of popula-
tion”, Paper presented at the Australian Centre for Population
Research, Australian National University, 11 October.

Whiteford, P. & Bond, K. (2000), Trends in the Incomes and
Living Standards of Older People in Australia, Department
of Family and Community Services, Canberra.

Wolcott, I. (1997), “The influence of family relationships on later
life”, Family Matters, no. 48, pp. 20-26.

Ruth Weston is a Principal Research Fellow at the Australian
Institute of Family Studies, responsible for the Institute’s
Family and Marriage Program. Lixia Qu is a Research Fellow
and demographic trends analyst at the Institute. Grace 
Soriano is a Senior Research Officer at the Institute.

13Australian Institute of Family Studies Family Matters No.66 Spring/Summer 2003

A U S T R A L I A ’ S  A G E I N G  Y E T  D I V E R S E  P O P U L A T I O N



G r a n d p a r e n t s  s u p p o r t i n g
w o r k i n g  f a m i l i e s

care for their young grandchil-
dren while the parents of these
children work – with mothers’

employment being the main reason why grandmothers (and
some grandfathers) accept the responsibility for child care 
on a regular basis (ABS 2003). Other grandparents may feel
obligated to provide such care.

Trust and reciprocity is part of what occurs within kinship
relationships where routine patterns of intergenerational sup-
port are provided (Brandon 2000). However, circumstances
(such as geographical proximity or grandparents’ employ-
ment) may make it difficult for grandparents to provide the
desired support.

Mothers may enter or re-enter the workforce when their
children are quite young. Figure 1 shows that, in 2002 for chil-
dren aged 0–4 years, the demand for child care increased with
the age of the child and peaked in the year before school when
90 per cent of four-year-olds were receiving some form of non-
parental care or attended preschool, whereas 34 per cent of
children below one year of age received some type of care.

The type of child care also varies with age. Figure 1 shows
that at the time of the ABS data collection in June 2002, 
22 per cent of all children under 12 months of age were reg-
ularly cared for by grandparents, with only 5 per cent of

he rise in the num-
ber of sole-parent
families and the rise
in maternal employment are seen as being among
the most significant changes to have affected family

organisation in recent times (Australian Bureau of Statistics
(ABS) 2002; Wise 2003). 

In Australia, there are almost one million (973,700)
children growing up in sole-parent families and these rep-
resent one-fifth (around 570,000) of all families (ABS
2002). Over the past ten years the percentage of women in
the workforce with dependent children aged 0–4 years
from both couple and one-parent families increased from
44.5 per cent in 1991 to 49.8 per cent in 2001 (ABS 2002).
While this reflects an increasing trend of workforce partic-
ipation by women from 52.3 per cent to 55.2 per cent, it
also indicates that there has been a noticeable increase in
the number of women with young children of below school
age who are entering or re-entering the workforce. Most of
these women require alternative forms of child care.

Child care falls into the categories of formal and informal
care. Formal care refers to licensed services; informal care
encompasses, among other things, care by relatives and, in
particular, by grandparents. Many grandparents choose to
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children at that age using long day care. For one-
year-olds, 57 per cent were using some form of
child care, with grandparents providing 31 per
cent of care. Two-year-olds were also largely being
cared for by grandparents, but as children
reached the age of three, more were using the
more formal long day care services available in
the community. The use of formal care then con-
tinued to increase with the age of the child until
the child entered school (ABS 2003). 

Families may also mix their children’s care
arrangements across different types of services or
between formal and informal care arrangements.
Figure 2 shows the various forms of child care
used by families participating in the Multicare
Project in New South Wales (Goodfellow 1999). 

What has become evident through the ABS
data and data gathered in the Multicare Project is
the significant use of grandparents as child care
providers. Over one-fifth of children of below
school age in Australia are currently cared for by
their grandparents as part of regular child care
arrangements (ABS 2002). 

What is less evident, however, is how grand-
parents perceive their role as regular child care
providers. Following a short outline of previous
grandparenting research, this article discusses
grandparents’ own perspectives, using data from
the recent Grandcaring Study.

Previous grandparenting research 
Most research on grandparenting has been con-
ducted during the past 20 years. This research has
largely investigated the nature of grandparenting
from the point of view of those grandparents who
have custodial care of their grandchildren. Studies
in the United States and United Kingdom have
highlighted the demands that such responsibilities
place on grandparents (Smith and Drew 2002).
Images also abound of grandparents who are nur-
turing, supportive, authoritative and influential

within family contexts. 
Four recent Australian studies have focused on situa-

tions where grandparents have had the responsibility for
caring for their young grandchildren on a regular (but non-
custodial) basis. 

A study of 20 grandparents living in a middle-class local-
ity within the Sydney metropolitan area identified ways in
which the experiences of those grandparents were “rewrit-
ing the script” of grandmotherhood (Wearing and Wearing
1996: 176). These researchers drew conclusions from their
study suggesting that the basic characteristics of “good”
grandmothers were that they had more time to give their
grandchildren than they did their own children, and were
patient, caring and supportive but not interfering in the
raising of their grandchildren. While some grandmothers
provided child care to enable the child’s parents to gain
employment, they also balanced their child care and per-
sonal roles and so had an independent life that included
paid and/or voluntary work as well as being involved in
leisure activities. However, grandparents in the study
resented any assumption that it was an automatic expec-
tation that they take up the role of being a child care
provider. The grandmothers objected to their child care or
“baby-sitting” role being taken for granted by their families

and by the community at large. While these grandmothers
found caring for grandchildren a positive and satisfying
experience, Wearing and Wearing raised concerns about
the exploitation of grandparents who often felt “unrecog-
nised and undervalued” (p. 175).

In a study undertaken by Millward (1998), interviews with
323 grandmothers revealed that 95 “looked after” their
grandchildren at least once a week. While many of these
grandmothers spoke positively about their role, others were
somewhat ambivalent about the responsibility. Many grand-
mothers were still in paid employment and yet it was these
grandmothers who were most likely to have responsibility for
the care of their grandchildren on a regular basis. They, like
their adult children, were balancing family and work.

A third study focused on the health of grandparents from
culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds – Women’s
Health in the North (WHIN) and the Victorian Cooperative
of Children’s Services for Ethnic Groups (VICSEG)
(WHIN/VICSEG 2000). Many of these 30 grandparents, who
had responsibility for the care of their grandchildren, viewed
their grandparenting role positively. They valued going on
outings with their grandchildren and attending the play-
groups established as part of this action research project.
However, a number of the grandparents also expressed con-
cern about the difficulties that confronted them such as
tiredness, loss of independence, the narrowing of social con-
tacts, and the unavailability of support services.

The fourth Australian study was undertaken with 36
Vietnamese families (Vo-Thanh-Xuan and Liamputtong

Trends in the use of various forms of child care for 
children aged 0-4 years

Percentage of families using various forms of child
care within a mix of care arrangements (n=697) 
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Study 2 was undertaken follow-
ing an open call for expressions of
interest from grandparents across
inner and outer metropolitan areas

of Sydney and in a rural area of New South Wales to partici-
pate in the research. All enquiries were followed up to
ensure that potential participants fitted the criteria of caring
for a child younger than school age on a regular basis for at
least five hours each week.

A total of 32 grandparents were involved in the Grand-
caring Study, with 15 participants in Study 1 and 17
participants in Study 2. There were four couple grandparents
and two grandfathers; the remainder were grandmothers.
Grandparents were from a range of socio-economic back-
grounds and their ages ranged from 45 to 74 years. While
many were born in Australia, others came from non-Eng-
lish-speaking countries, but they all spoke fluent English.
The grandparents cared for a total of 41 children whose
ages ranged from five months to four years. Twenty-nine of
the children were two years old or younger. Four grand-
parents lived with their grandchild’s family.

The grandparents most often negotiated the child care
arrangements with either their daughters or daughters-in-
law. The reasons the grandparents gave for caring for their
grandchild(ren) were mostly related to enabling their
daughters or daughters-in-law to participate in the work-
force. However, there were exceptions: one grandparent
was helping her daughter who had had an accident and was
finding it difficult to physically care for her child, and three
grandparents (including one grandparent couple) were
caring for grandchildren while their daughters attended
recreational activities. 

While in-depth semi-structured interviews were the pri-
mary sources of data, Study 2 supplemented data from
interviews with grandparents’ journal writing. Interview 
transcripts were shared with individual participants, and
two small focus group discussions were held in Study 1.
The researchers kept research diaries during the process
so that emerging concepts could be recorded for further
investigation. 

• What are some of the things that have confirmed or
challenged your views on having regular responsibility
for the care of your grandchildren?

The investigation encompassed two studies. Study 1
involved grandparents who attended one or other of two
playgroups in the Sydney metropolitan area. One was a reg-
ular playgroup for mothers and their children. The other
playgroup specifically targeted grandparents with their
grandchildren. Both playgroups met on a weekly basis. A

focus group discussion was held
with grandparent couples who
attended the regular playgroup.
The researcher attended the grand-
parents’ playgroup for eight weeks,
gathering data on each occasion. 

2003). Twenty-three of these grandparents lived with their
grandchildren who were six years of age or younger. As
immigrants, the grandparents in this study were faced with
having to address both cultural and generational expecta-
tions in relation to their role as grandparents. In addition to
personal concerns, some of the common themes that arose
from in-depth interviews with three grandparents and focus
group discussions were: the heterogeneity of grandparents
and grandparenting; the role that parents play as gatekeep-
ers in giving grandparents access to their grandchildren; and
the positive support and negative
stress aspects of the arrangements. 

These four Australian studies have
highlighted the need to investigate fur-
ther the nature of grandparents’
experiences as regular child care
providers. Indeed, Cotterill (1992) has
suggested that attention should be
given to the tensions between altruism
and self-interest within such care
arrangements. Concern has also been
expressed that recent research has
tended to be oriented towards “prob-
lem solving” rather than “gaining an
understanding” through insights into
the phenomenon of being a grandpar-
ent (Smith and Drew 2002). 

Participatory research is a useful
means of examining the experiences
of grandparents who provide second-
ary rather than primary care, engaging with grandparents in
the inquiry process, and situating the outcomes of such
investigations within a theoretical, societal and economic
context. The use of participatory approaches to researching
older people is also strongly advocated as part of investiga-
tions currently being undertaken through the Growing
Older Program in the United Kingdom (Walker 2002).  

Seeking the views of grandparents
The Grandcaring Study, described here, sought to gather
the perspectives of grandparents on their role as (informal)
carers of grandchildren on a regular basis, and to identify
the joys, frustrations and dilemmas associated with that
experience. Underlying its experiential orientation, the
study was also open to investigating the sensitivities of
relationships between grandparents and their grandchil-
dren and between grandparents and their adult children
who were the parents of the grandchildren.

The initial approach was to find out what the grandpar-
ents experienced as part of being a grandparent responsible
for the care of a young grandchild. Subsequently, their 
stories provided insights into the meaning of those experi-
ences.

The guiding questions that shaped the recall of experi-
ence were:

• What is a typical day like for you when you care for your
grandchild?

• What are some of the most/least satisfying parts of your
regular caring role?

• What are some of the things you discussed with your
children as part of making arrangements to care for
your grandchild?

• What are some of the most important things about your
role and how it impacts on your life?
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Grandparents’ experiences

An overarching finding of the study was that grandparents’
care experiences are diverse, with many contradictory
views. Grandparents are not a homogeneous group, and thus
the findings reflect the views of individual grandparents in
the study rather than generalised accounts. 

Each family has its own situation or system within
which particular variables interplay and impact on deci-
sion-making processes. Within every grandparent story or
experience there were positive and negative aspects. How-
ever, underpinning all the stories was a desire on the part
of grandparents to support their adult children’s wellbeing.
Associated with this was an intense desire to be part of
their grandchild’s everyday life.

The rewarding side
Grandparents saw care as a responsibility to kin and to
building relationships. They valued having a close rela-
tionship with their grandchild and developing this
relationship when their grandchild was quite young – “an
opportunity that you should grab” (Gwen). It was through
that relationship that grandparents experienced a strong
bonding with their grandchild, described by grandparents
as a responsive, intensive form of nurturing – “It’s more
than child care” (Libby) – in which they were significant
loving adults in their grandchild’s life.  They spoke about
how rewarding it was to have such a close association with
their grandchild and the special bond that existed between
them – “It’s the most important thing in the world”, “to
educate” and “to pass on values” (Nan, Tess). 

The joy and pleasure that grandparents experienced were
evident in the ways in which they spoke about their grand-
children – “I love their imagination and responsiveness”
(Thelma). However, grandparents were not only observers of
their grandchildren; they also facilitated their grandchild’s
development – “I brought them over to see the big seas at
Coogee the other day and these big mushrooms that grow in
the grounds here” (Deidre).

Grandparents were readily able to provide “stability,
continuity and routine” (that is, consistency and, by
implication, flexibility) (Thelma). Literature on child care
has identified such factors as being paramount to quality
care (Shonkoff and Phillips 2000).

The challenging side
Caring for grandchildren was also seen by grandparents to be
physically and emotionally exhausting – “I’m bone tired”
(Libby). Grandparents noted that it was often 30 years or
more since they had had their own children and it was now
physically challenging for them to lift and carry younger
grandchildren and just be there with them all the time.

Several grandparents also found that lengthy care rou-
tines became repetitive and monotonous. Jean explained
that while it is wonderful to have a grandchild around, “I get
bored sitting and playing with her and doing things like
drawing or playing with playdough”. For Jenny, “It’s like
Groundhog Day” because you do the same things day in, day
out. These feelings were summed up by Thelma – “It’s occu-
pying my time but not occupying my mind”. (Thelma was a
highly educated grandparent who held a senior executive
position until she retired to care for her two grandchildren.)

Grandparents’ commitment to caring for their grand-
children and the physical and emotional challenges and
associated responsibilities were also identified as a limiting
factor restricting grandparents’ social activities. Jean 

considered that, as a parent, “It is possible to get involved
in activities where your children may be involved, such
as those associated with school – however, for grandpar-
ents it is different”. Even going out for coffee with friends
was not as easy for grandparents “when you have a three-
year-old crawling round your feet” (Thelma).

Having personal time and free time was valued by
grandparents and they looked forward to having this time
outside their regular care arrangement hours. Therefore, it
is not surprising that grandparents found unplanned
requests to “babysit”, or the delayed arrival of the parents
to collect their child, to be challenging. Grandparents often
considered babysitting requests to be unreasonable
because such requests implied that little account was
taken of the emotionality of the caring relationship that
they had with their grandchild. They believed that they
supported their adult children in ways that had social and
economic benefit to their family but did not wish to be
unpaid babysitters and “taken for granted” (Rema).  

Kin relationships and emotional availability
Throughout the conversations with grandparents it became
quite clear that they perceived their role as being engaged
with and responsive to their grandchildren. This was particu-
larly reflected in conversations about “engagement with” and
“being available emotionally” (Jenny) to their grandchild. 

Engagement was not only about the amount of time
grandparents spent with the child but how they spent 
that time. Grandparents valued interactional processes
which reflected a caring relationship and conveyed
warmth, consistency, trust, responsiveness, attunement
and reciprocity. These features are more indicative of
“authoritative” rather than “authoritarian” parenting
(Wise 2003: 10). The sensitivity with which grandparents
engaged in emotional exchanges with their grandchildren
reflects Biringen’s (2000) concept of “emotional availabil-
ity”. Emotional availability and related maternal sensitivity
not only support the quality dimensions of child care but
also provide the basis for enhancing children’s developing
social competence and growing self-esteem (Shonkoff and
Phillips 2000). 

Satisfaction and choice
Greater grandparent satisfaction with their role appears to
be related to the degree of negotiation that occurs about the
boundaries and responsibilities associated with that role.
Finch (1989, cited in Hakim 2000: 293) suggests that rela-
tions between family members are much more than
negotiation for they are structured by “the delicate balance
between feelings of affection, moral imperatives of duty, and
calculations about personal advantage and disadvantage”. 

While Millward (1998) supports such a view, she also
argues that other factors such as geographical proximity, per-
sonal affection and sense of obligation, as well as
socio-economic resources, come into play when considering
the role and function of family. Research with grandparents
also suggests that autonomy and cohesion are additional ele-
ments that need to be added to the list of processes. These
elements are in sharp contrast to imposition and a feeling of
being “put upon” (Nan).

While most grandparents expressed levels of satisfac-
tion with their role, it was clear that those who were least
satisfied felt a sense of disempowerment. As Deidre
explained, having felt pressured by her daughter into giv-
ing up work to care for her grandchildren: I didn’t want to
give up work . . . I couldn’t believe what had happened
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identified four different carer clus-
ters that reflected a continuum of
grandparent satisfaction and balance between care responsi-
bilities and pursuing their personal interests. These clusters
were “avid carers”, “flexible family carers”, “selective car-
ers”, and “hesitant carers”. The clusters reflect grandparents’
care commitments and their views in relation to contribu-
tions within the family, centrality of the care role relative to
broader life goals and priorities, and their personal sense of
autonomy and independence (Laverty 2003). 

“Avid carers” were those who chose to live lives revolv-
ing around their grandchildren, and this is reflected in
Rani’s explanation:

“I live for the children – I don’t know what I would do without
them in my life . . . My daughter was saying,‘Mummy you have to
find something else,not only the children’. When they go to school
they won’t be here all the time – let them come after school. I’m
already 62 years old so whatever I have now I will enjoy it.Things
change. Maybe I won’t be able to walk in the future, who knows.
Enjoy it now.” (Rani) 

On the other hand, Stefan indicated that while he chose to
live his life around his grandchildren he also placed some
priority on his own personal time. His comments reflected
those of other “flexible carers”:

“To me the family is the thing . . . But the one great thing about
grandparenting when you have had the kids for four or five hours,
or six hours,and you’re really tired and you can say ‘Oi,take this and
go home’.”(Stefan)

“Selective carers” were those who sought to live independent
lives and wanted their sense of self to be defined more broadly,
although care of grandchildren was an important part of their
lives. Insights into this view were revealed through comments
that indicated a sense of balance and compromise:

“I want to have my own life,I want to have my own privacy,I want to
have my own solitude.All the other things in my life – I want to have
time to do all that.I wouldn’t be at all happy to have the children five
days a week.I would do that if I had to,but ...I would regret very much
having to give up that much of my life in order to,because my daugh-
ter needed me ...Time is very important in your sixties.” (Libby) 

“That was one of the considerations, that it worked for us as well .
. .you’ve got to set your limits to start with.”(Lyn and Paul)

“Hesitant carers” also recognised a need for balance in
their lives but wanted their lives to be filled with multiple
roles. They had either not anticipated their role as child
care providers or planned for the care of grandchildren to
be only a small part of their overall involvement:

“Never in my life did I expect to be doing
this.”(Camilla)

“I liked my job ...Look,I love my grandchil-
dren and enjoy them, but I don’t enjoy the
life.It is not my life I’m leading.” (Deidre)

Grandparents born in both non-
English-speaking countries and Eng-
lish-speaking countries other than
Australia were mostly clustered in the
“avid carers” group. This indicates a
potentially stronger commitment
among this generation of overseas-
born grandparents to family care and
contribution, and the passing down of
cultural and family traditions (ways
of doing things) across generations.

The degree to which grandpar-
ents expressed satisfaction with

their role appeared to be directly related to the extent to
which care arrangements fitted with their personal expec-
tations of family contribution, autonomy and the nature of
choices they made in undertaking the role. 

Glasser (1998) has identified five basic human needs
that can be related to the nature of the choices that grand-
parents make:

• the need for belonging (kinship, as part of the family);
• the need to have some type of control over one’s life

rather than be dominated by others (having personal
space as well as time and a degree of independence);

• the need to have freedom to pursue personal interests
and satisfy needs (Glasser links this type of freedom
with the ability to be creative and argues that creative
people are more likely to be unselfish and thus willing to
share something of themselves with others);

• the need for enjoyment, particularly in relationship
with others (gaining/receiving pleasure); and 

• the need for survival (maintaining one’s health and
wellbeing).

It was evident that some grandparents had weighed up
their choices and while they may have felt constrained by
their decision they were choosing to remain in existing
care arrangements. For example, the choice may have
been to support family harmony and relationships rather
than complain about the disregard of their adult children
towards their emotional involvement with their grandchild
and the intentionality of their caring relationship. Other
grandparents clearly articulated that it was not their role to
undertake additional responsibilities:

“I told my daughter that if she were to have another child then she
would have to give up work.”(Rema) 

Still others made a life choice and commitment to their
adult children to care for grandchildren: 

“When you retire you think that you are going to do a lot of things
and then you end up minding grandchildren.”(Edna)

“It has turned our lives around completely.We used to have a cara-
van hooked up to the car and we went away for about nine months

[no longer working and caring for grandchildren
instead], there is no way I’d have chosen this.” For Dei-
dre, her choice was to trade her personal autonomy for
intergenerational obligation and a commitment to ensur-
ing that her adult children’s needs were being met.

Grandparents came to the care
experience with unique histories
and understandings and were 
seeking different levels of active
engagement with their grandchil-
dren. The Grandcaring Study
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of the year travelling. Now the caravan’s gone, the car’s gone, and
we’ve changed our lives completely to look after our grandson.
Sometimes I regret that,but l wouldn’t go back ...we plan our lives
around him.”(Norman) 

“His parents are talking about another child, so it will be our child
too.”(Edna)

Summary and Implications

Many of the findings in this study, supported by earlier
research, confirm that grandparents should not be regarded
as a homogeneous group. Findings presented here also pro-
vide further insights into grandparents’ experiences and the
complexity of grandparent/parent/grandchild relationships.
In particular, these findings draw attention to:

• the significance of grandparents’ relationships with
their grandchildren and their role in fostering their
grandchildren’s development in the critical early years;

• the importance of grandparents’ needs being considered
alongside adult children’s work commitments and grand-
children’s wellbeing as part of care arrangements, and
the need for grandparents to become  “care negotiators”; 

• the importance of grandparents having personal choices
and the capacity to retain a degree of autonomy and
sense of self; and 

• the need for grandparents to achieve the right “balance”
in their lives – juggling family contribution, obligation and
independence in care negotiations.

With continuing social change, including changes in family
composition and the rise in maternal employment, it is pos-
sible for grandparents to play a significant role in the lives of
many young children. Further to this, consideration of the
role of grandparents as regular child care providers within
the current context of child care provision suggests that there
are a number of areas that require further attention. 

First, changing demographics may mean that there will
be a continuing demand for grandparents to provide child
care on a regular basis, particularly for children under three
years of age. However, with older people remaining in the
workforce, grandparents may, like their adult children, have
to balance work and family.  

Second, the quality of care provided by grandparents
reflects the recent recognition being given to the importance
of relationships during the critical early years of life. There-
fore, it is desirable that, where needed, grandparents be
supported in providing such care and given recognition for the
significant role that they play in children’s early development.  

Third, greater consideration needs to be given to includ-
ing grandparents more fully in discussions on families, child
care provision, and family policies and initiatives. As
providers of family support, greater recognition needs to be
given to diversity among grandparents, as well as the mix of
family circumstances, the individuality of choice, and the
nature and extent of care negotiations across generations
and within family contexts. 

Fourth, the stories told by grandparents in this study 
have revealed the existence of tensions between familial 
emotional exchanges and obligations associated with inter-
generational reciprocity, workforce participation and the
market oriented economy within which we live and work.
While community cohesion and social capital are being 
valued as alternatives to current concerns about social dys-
function, these tensions may well spell a danger of social

isolation for some grandparents.  Therefore, there is a need
for grandparents to have a voice and to have their voices
heard. 

Finally, there may well be a need to consider the roles and
responsibilities of grandparents as well as parents within
broader workplace reform. While grandparent child care
providers do have a role to play as significant attachment fig-
ures during the early years of their grandchildren’s lives,
they also have a role as contributors to the child care system
in supporting economic growth. The grandparents in the
Grandcaring Study have made it possible to open up some
of these issues for further consideration. 
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hand, special interest lobbies can block pension
reforms. Esping-Andersen and Sarasa (2002) 
have argued that on the basis of welfare regimes
types, the aged-bias is especially pronounced in
Continental and Southern European welfare states, 
while Scandinavian social democracies are more
youth-biased.

Some have expressed concerns that the ageing of
the electorate might impose a pressure on govern-
ments to maintain a high spending on the elderly
(Esping-Andersen and Sarasa 2002). In the pres-
ence of constant resources, the growing number of
elderly and the diminishing number of children, it
is feared that the political interests of the elderly
will dominate and expenditure on children will fall.
The imbalance of political power between the gen-
erations was first described by Myrdal (1940): “The
aged have votes; children and the unborn do not”
(Hinrichs 2002). Hence intergenerational inequal-
ity might arise as the older generation increases its
relative strength within the electorate.

Recommendations of think-tanks and suprana-
tional organisations (OECD 1996) include the
advice to governments to use the “window of oppor-
tunity” for making radical, irreversible reforms in
public pension schemes before the elderly popula-
tions grow numerically powerful enough to block
such changes (Hinrichs 2002). However, evidence
shows that although citizens aged between 60 and

n most OECD countries social expendi-
ture takes almost one third of national
GDP and represents half of total govern-
ment expenditure. Within social

expenditure, the largest proportion of spending is
taken up by old age pensions. In 1998, the OECD
countries1 spent an average of 8 per cent of GDP,
the equivalent of 36 per cent of total social expen-
diture on cash benefits and services to the elderly.
At the same time, expenditure on family benefits
and services, on average, made up 2 per cent of GDP
and 9 per cent of total social expenditure (OECD
National Accounts Data 2003).

The population of every OECD country is ageing
as a result of sub replacement level fertility rates
and increased life expectancy. In all the countries
included in Figure 1 the proportion of children
(under 19) has fallen and the proportion of elderly
(over 65) has been rising between 1980 and 2000,
although at rather different rates. OECD projec-
tions estimate that as the large post-war baby-boom
generations reach retirement age, the old age
dependency ratio will increase from 37 per cent of
the working population in 1995 to 51 per cent in
2020 to 72 per cent in 2050 (Busse et al. 2003).
These increasing old age dependency ratios have
generated anxiety about whether existing pension
and health care systems can be sustained. 

The problems posed by the changing demo-
graphic make-up of societies have been examined
from several perspectives: intra-national political
organisation and welfare regime type; political
power relations; and labour market dynamics.

Pampel (1994) has suggested that there is a 
distributional clash between the generations that is
influenced by national institutional arrangements.
In some countries the social partners can soften 
the impact of national distributive consequences.
In uncoordinated political economies on the other

Are welfare states 
financing their growing 

elderly populations 
at the expense 

of their children?
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total jobs, but there is no statistical evidence
that there is a relationship between the two.
Employers shift older workers onto pension
schemes, enabling a high workforce turnover
without focusing on age management. Early
retirement enables employers to cope with
industrial restructuring, the high pace of tech-
nological advance, and the need for the regular
renewal of workforce knowledge and skills
(Ducatel et al. 1999). Compared with the
1960s when workers retired after the statutory
retirement age of 65 or over, by the early 1990s
actual retirement age started to decrease dra-
matically. Currently half of the European
Union countries barely reach the 60-year mark
as the average age of retirement (Fahrenkrog et
al. 1999). Early retirement increases the cost
of social security provision which may rein-
force the cost of retirement schemes at the
expense of families with children. 

Generational accounting has been devel-
oped as a technique to monitor equity between 
successive generations. Generational account-
ing assesses the degree of intergenerational
redistribution that will result as a consequence
of current policy legislation, thus indirectly
measuring the reform pressure arising from
demographic change. Advocates argue that 
generational accounting can be used as a tool
to facilitate assessments of policy changes on 
generational equity (Auerbach et al. 1994: 
Feist 2003).

Comparing expenditure
In the light of the concerns that demands on
social expenditure by the elderly will be met at

the expense of benefits and services for children,
the aim of this article is to review what has been
happening in selected OECD countries in the last
20 years or so. Two measures of equity are consid-
ered: public expenditure on benefits and services
for the elderly and families with children; and the
relative poverty rates of the two groups.

The OECD publishes data on public expenditure
on different groups including expenditure on cash
benefits and services for the elderly, and cash benefits
and services for families with children. This enables

70 years show the highest, consistent voter turnout
among all age groups, their political orientation is
not entirely homogeneous (although leaning
towards the conservative), and they do not form a
distinct, unified political force (Hinrichs 2002).

In some countries, the desire to exchange
income for leisure, together with deliberate govern-
ment policies, induced a trend towards early
retirement (Busse et al. 2003). Early retirement
policies are intended to reduce youth unemploy-
ment under the hypothesis of a fixed number of

Change in population age distribution between 1980 and 2000, children and elderly as % of total population
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Expenditure on cash benefits and services per capita 
elderly in 1998, $US purchasing power parity

Expenditure on family cash benefits and services in 1998
per child, $US purchasing power parities
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Expenditure on family benefits and services per capita 
child by expenditure on benefits and services for the elderly
per capita elderly, 1998

expenditure does not include tax expenditures,
mandatory occupational provision, occupational
benefits, housing benefits, health and education
expenditure, or child support (alimony). Nor does it
take account of the fact that benefits are taxed back
in some countries. Adema (2001) at OECD has
been working to take account of some of these prob-
lems and to incorporate some of these types of
expenditure on a more consistent basis, but as yet
there are no net social expenditure data for differ-
ent age groups. 

Second, for the same reasons, there are reasons
to be anxious about the consistency in the classifi-
cation in any one country over time. Thus, for
example, some countries have turned elements of
their cash benefits for children into tax benefits in
recent years. 

Finally, the OECD takes time to accumulate the
data from national sources, and the latest data
available are for 1998.

Given the first two of these reservations we need
to be rather tentative about the conclusions of this
analysis.

Per capita expenditure
There is large variation between countries in the
amount they spend on children, and big differences
in the balance between spending on cash benefits
and services. In Figure 2 it can be seen that Luxem-
bourg and Denmark provide by far the most
generous family cash benefits and services per
child. In contrast, Portugal, the United States,
Japan and Spain spend less than 10 per cent of the
spending of those two countries. The Nordic coun-
tries and France have the highest proportion of
their expenditure devoted to services. These big
variations in expenditure on families indicate that
some welfare states are supporting their families
with children more than others.

Are they doing so at the expense of their eld-
erly? Spending on the elderly per capita is higher in
all countries than spending on children per capita
(see Figure 3). Also there is rather less variation in
spending on the elderly – most countries were
spending between $10,000 to $15,000 per capita
elderly in 1998. Compared with spending on cash
benefits, spending on services for the elderly is far
less significant and again it is the Nordic countries
(and the Netherlands) which have the highest pro-
portion of their spending on services. 

Figure 4 plots spending on the elderly per capita
against spending on families per child. It can be
seen that there is a positive association – that is,
countries which spend more on their children are
also spending more on their elderly and vice versa.
If countries as a whole were spending on the elderly
at the expense of children we might expect to
observe a negative relationship. Nevertheless there
are some interesting outliers to the general trend.
To the right and below the line are countries includ-
ing the Netherlands, Italy and the United States
which are relatively more generous to their elderly
than to their children. To the left and above the line
are countries which relatively favour children,
including the Nordic countries and Australia.

us to explore the extent to which expenditure on
the elderly people has increased at the expense of
expenditure on families with children. 

However, it is necessary to acknowledge some
drawbacks with the data. 

First, there are reasons to be anxious about the
consistency of the classification of expenditure
between countries. Some countries use different
means to deliver the same benefits. So, for 
example, the OECD classification of public social
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Nordic countries had small reductions after
1995. Most other countries either show a gen-
eral upward trend in spending on family cash
benefits and services over the 1980s and 1990s
(including Australia, France, Germany, Ireland,
and Greece), or relatively stable expenditure as
a proportion of GDP (especially the other
Anglophone countries and Japan). 

Expenditure ratio
As we have seen, all countries spend more per
elderly person than they do per child. Figure 6

shows the results of a calculation of expenditure
per child as a proportion of expenditure per old per-
son, and how this has changed over t ime.
Expenditure on family benefits and services per
child as a proportion of spending on the elderly
varies from under 5 per cent in Italy, Japan, Spain
and the US to nearly 25 per cent  in Belgium, Den-
mark, Finland and Norway. Between 1980 and 1990
the family expenditure per child in Sweden was
over 35 per cent of the expenditure per capita eld-
erly. This percentage had dropped to almost 20 per
cent by 1998. Relative expenditure on families with

Expenditure per child as percentage of expenditure per capita elderly, 1998

Expenditure on family cash benefits and services per capita child as % of per capita GDP
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Expenditure over time
Nevertheless, is there any evidence that expendi-
ture on families with children has been declining as
countries face the increased needs of a rising eld-
erly population? There does not seem to be a
consistent trend in expenditure on family cash ben-
efits and services per child (expressed as a
percentage of GDP) over time. In Figure 5 only Bel-
gium and the Netherlands show a consistent
downward trend in family expenditure. Sweden’s
expenditure also fell after 1990 and the other
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Welfare of future pensioners is conditional on today’s 

children, who will need to have sufficient human capital to

finance the coming pension burden.



Changes in the relative risk of poverty elderly/children
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children as against the elderly also fell in the
Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Sweden and 
Belgium. However, most countries either experi-
enced an improvement in spending on children
relatively to the elderly  (Australia, Denmark,
Greece, Ireland, Luxembourg and New Zealand) or
a stable pattern.

There is really not much evidence here of a consis-
tent movement of spending towards the elderly at the
expense of children. Rather it appears that in some
countries this may be happening, in others equity is
being maintained at different levels of generosity and
in others families with children have actually
improved their relative position – possibly at the
expense of the elderly.

There is no doubt that countries do make choices.
A comparative study by Bradshaw and Finch (2002)
produced an estimate of the overall value of the child
benefit packages in 22 countries for an illustrative
sample of model families with children. Figure 7
shows the relationship of the average value of the
child benefit package in purchasing power parities in
July 2001 and overall spending on family benefits
and services in 1998 (so there is an unfortunate dis-
junction between the years). 

It appears that there are two clear groups. In the
bottom left hand corner of Figure 7 there are the low
spenders on families with children compared with
the elderly who also have comparatively low or non-
existent child benefit packages. These include the
United States, Italy, Canada, Spain, Japan, the
Netherlands and Portugal. In contrast, at the top
right hand of the Figure are the countries with large
child benefit packages spending relatively more on
families with children than the elderly. These include
the Nordic countries, and Australia. The other coun-
tries either fall between or are outliers (possibly
because of the disjunction in dates). 

Poverty
So far we have considered the question of whether
families with children have been losing out 
compared with the elderly purely in relation to
expenditure – inputs. It is possible to explore the
question using outcome, in terms of risk of poverty.
The latest European Community Household Panel
Survey shows that in 2000 in nearly half the Euro-
pean Union countries (Germany, Spain, Italy,
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Sweden and the
United Kingdom) the risk of poverty is higher for
children than for older people (see Figure 8). 

How have relative poverty rates changed over
time? On the basis of harmonised questionnaires
on detailed distribution and poverty indicators
derived from national micro-economic data,
Förster and Pellizzari (2000) found that in 11 out of
15 OECD countries the poverty rate of children and
young people increased in the mid 1990s relative to
that of the elderly population.

Figure 9 draws on more recent data from the
Luxembourg Income Study and shows changes in
the relative risk of poverty2 between the mid 1980s
and the latest available year. Thus, for example, 
in Australia in 1985 older people had a poverty 
rate 2.35 times that of children. By 1994 that ratio
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Source: ECHP
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have been struggling to reform their public pen-
sion system, often facing considerable resistance
from their populations, and often without much
success. Also the elderly versus families with
children trade-off is not the full picture. In many
countries a substantial extra burden on the social
security systems is being generated by early
retirement that is not accounted for in our analy-
sis. There is clearly a need for further research
on whether equity between generations is suffer-
ing in the face of ageing.

Endnotes
1 Countries included in the analysis: Australia, Austria, Belgium,

Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland,
Italy, Japan, Luxembourg, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway,
Portugal, Spain, Sweden, United Kingdom, United States

2 Calculated as the elderly poverty rate divided by the child
poverty rate, so the ratios are a measure of the 
differences in the risks of being poor.
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had fallen to 2.05. Thus old age poverty had 
fallen compared with child poverty. This was true
for the majority of countries in the analysis. The
exceptions were Germany, Ireland, the Nether-
lands, the United Kingdom and the United States.

Conclusion
Esping-Andersen and Sarasa (2002) have argued
that the welfare of future pensioners is conditional
on today’s children, who will need to have sufficient
human capital to finance the coming pension bur-
den. Further, child poverty has long-term negative
consequences for both the individual and society.
Knowledge-intensive economies require well edu-
cated workers. Among the outcomes of child
poverty are low educational attainment, resulting in
low paid jobs and the repetition of the poverty
cycle. High child poverty rates will bring rise to a
large poorly skilled workforce not well equipped to
raise the required funds to provide social security to
the increasing numbers of elderly.

In this article we have found that if there is gener-
ational inequity it does not stem from demography
alone. Nations make choices about the level of
resources they commit to children and the elderly,
and the countries that are most generous to children
also tend to be most generous to the elderly. 

At the margin there is inevitably a trade-off
between spending on the elderly or children, or on
something else. The most recent comparative
expenditure data shows that there is little evidence
that ageing has resulted in the trade-off shifting sys-
tematically in favour of the elderly at the expense of
children except in the Netherlands, Sweden after
1990, and the United Kingdom after 1985. The
other OECD countries seem to have maintained
generational equity in expenditure or increased
expenditure on families with children compared
with (and possible at the expense of) the elderly.
But as far as poverty is concerned, the majority of
countries do reveal an increase in child poverty rel-
ative to elderly poverty. 

However, both the expenditure and poverty data
in this analysis are now rather old. Many countries

Nations make choices about the level of resources they commit

to children and the elderly, and the countries that are most gen-

erous to children also tend to be most generous to the elderly.



Life expectancy in Australia increased markedly over the last century, but what is the quality of most of these
added years? Are people approaching so-called “retirement age” finding the prospect daunting? How do older
people view their lives? New HILDA data are used to shed some light on these questions.

Ageing, living arrangements 
and subjective wellbeing

T R E N D S

much to do with quality at
the individual level. Indeed, younger generations,
the media and even health professionals appear to
believe that life gets progressively worse upon
reaching “retirement age”, and that older people
tend to be frail, unproductive, incompetent, and
unhappy (Ulysse 1997; Blaikie 1999; Gething et al.
2002). Consistent with such stereotypes, research
on ageing tends to focus on negative outcomes
(Maher and Cummins 2001; Rowland 2003). 

Such preconceptions are understandable given
that the elderly are more likely than younger people
to experience health-related problems, and the loss 
of a partner and other close family members and
friends. Some older people who were employed 
may also have difficulty in adjusting to life after
retirement, and many of those who have lost their
spouse have to adapt to living alone. As they advance
in years, many have to give up their licence to 
drive a car and thus lose considerable autonomy and

In as far as life expectancy
is a reasonable indicator of health-related quality

of life at the national level, Australia is doing partic-
ularly well. Life expectancy has increased by more
than 20 years since 1901 and is now 77.0 years for
men and 82.4 years for women (ABS 2001; ABS
2003a). And for those who attain their 65th birth-
day, men can expect to live for another 17.2 years
(until they are around 82) and women for another
20.7 years (until they are nearly 86). 

Furthermore, of 175 countries, Australia’s life
expectancy at birth ranked equal seventh in 2001
(United Nations 2003), and Australia came fourth
in terms of the United Nations’ “Human Develop-
ment Index”, a quality of life measure that is based
on life expectancy at birth, literacy and education
levels, and GPD per capita. 

Nevertheless, while life expectancy may be an
important indicator of quality of life at the national
level, “quantity of life” may not necessarily have
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L I X I A  Q U  A N D R U T H W E S TO N

Financial wellbeing. Respondents indicated whether, given their
current needs and financial responsibility, they considered their
family to be prosperous, very comfortable, reasonably comfort-
able, just getting along, poor, or very poor?

Level of adequacy of housing for current needs. Respondents
indicated whether their housing in general was more/much more
than adequate, adequate, or less/much less than adequate to meet
their needs.

Self-assessed health measures. Eight measures are used in this arti-
cle, all of which are sub-scales of the SF-36 measure (Ware et al.
2000). One of these is called general health and is based on five items
including a rating of health from “excellent” to “poor”. The other seven
measures focus on specific aspects of health. These are: physical
functioning (the ability to perform ten different types of activities);
vitality (four items covering energy level over the past four weeks);
social functioning (two items covering the extent to which and amount
of time physical health or emotional problems interfered with social
activities during the past four weeks); role-physical (five items cover-
ing whether or not physical health imposed limitations on daily
activities during the past four weeks); role-emotional (three items 

covering whether or not emotional problems imposed limitations on
work and daily activities during the past four weeks); bodily pain (two
items covering the magnitude and extent to which pain interfered with
“normal work” during the past four weeks); and mental health (five
items covering the amount of time during the past four weeks that the
respondent has felt nervous, down in the dumps and unable to cheer
up, happy, calm and peaceful, “down”).

The SF-36 has also been used by the ABS in their National Health
Survey. For each of SF-36 scales, the total score ranges from 0 to
100 with higher scores indicating better health.

A sense of loneliness. Respondents indicated the extent to which
they agreed with the following statement: “I often feel very lonely”,
with the use of a rating scale ranging from 1 “strongly disagree” to
7 “strongly agree”. In this article, ratings of 5 to 7 were treated as
indicating a sense of loneliness.

Satisfaction with life as a whole. Respondents used a rating scale
ranging from 0 “completely dissatisfied” to 10 “completely satis-
fied” to answer the question: “All things considered, how satisfied
are you with your life?”

M E A S U R E S  O F  W E L L B E I N G

In this article, older respondents are compared with younger age groups in terms of the following self-assessed
aspects of quality of life.



Living arrangements of older people by age, 2001 CensusTable 1

perhaps social contact. Furthermore, social isolation
itself appears to increase the vulnerability of older
men and women to experiencing health problems
(Ham 2002). 

But how do older individuals in private dwellings
feel about their life? Do they view their life as one
characterised by deteriorating health, financial
strain, misery and loneliness? And are those who
live alone especially vulnerable to such problems? 

This article first examines the living arrange-
ments of older people (aged 65 years and over)
according to the ABS Census 2001. It then uses data
from the first wave (in 2001) of the Household,
Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia
(HILDA) survey to shed light on older people’s sense
of personal wellbeing. This survey involved face-to-
face interviews with 13,969 respondents aged 15
and over from 7,682 private households nationwide
(see Watson and Wooden 2002 for a detailed
description of the survey). Around 1850 partici-
pants were aged 65 or over. 

In this article, older respondents are compared
with younger age groups in terms of the following
self-assessed aspects of quality of life: financial well-
being and adequacy of housing; general health and
some specific dimensions of health; sense of loneli-
ness; and life satisfaction. These measures are
described in the accompanying box. Older people
who lived alone or with others are also compared in
terms of each of these indicators of quality of life.

Living arrangements
It is important to emphasise that the HILDA sample
is based on respondents in private dwellings. The
analysis thus excludes older people who require the
intensive assistance provided in nursing homes, or
who live in boarding houses and other forms of non-
private dwellings. According to the 2001 Census,
only 7 per cent of all people aged 65 or more years
lived in non-private dwellings, and while this pro-
portion increases to 30 per cent for those aged 85
years or more (ABS 2003b), most people live out all
their lives in private dwellings (Rowland 2003).

As older people advance in age, their likelihood of
living with a partner lessens and they become
increasingly likely to live alone (Table 1). For exam-
ple, at the time of the 2001 Census, around three
quarters of men aged 65–74 years and only 43 per of
men aged 85 or more years were living with a partner,
while the proportions of men living alone were around
15 per cent and 25 per cent respectively (ABS 2003b). 

Because women are more likely than men to out-
live their partners, older women are also more
likely than older men to live alone. For example,
according to the 2001 Census, 28 per cent of
women aged 65–74 and 39 per cent of women aged
85 years or over were living alone, while the pro-
portions living with a partner were 56 per cent and
9 per cent respectively. Older women are also more
likely than older men to enter non-private dwellings
as they advance in age. Just over one third of
women and around 20 per cent of men aged 85 or
over lived in non-private dwellings (ABS 2003b). 

According to analysis by Rowland, Liu and Braun
(2002), the probability of men and women aged 65
entering an aged care home for permanent care in the
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Source: ABS (2003b) 
a Includes persons living in other arrangements such as an unrelated individual or a
member of group household and persons living in ‘not classifiable’ households.

65-74 75-84 85+ Total 
years years years (65+ years)

% % % %

Men
With partner 74.8 66.5 42.9 69.5
With other relatives 3.8 4.9 8.9 4.6
Alone 14.8 19.5 25.2 17.2
Non-private dwellings 1.9 5.3 19.8 4.4
Other a 4.7 3.8 3.2 4.3

Women
With partner 56.0 31.8 9.0 40.7
With other relatives 10.6 13.4 15.8 12.3
Alone 27.5 43.3 39.0 34.9
Non-private dwellings 1.6 8.2 34.0 8.5
Other a 4.3 3.3 2.2 3.6



Living arrangements of older people (in private dwellings)
by age, HILDA 2001 survey

Living alone does not necessarily reflect sound
health and the ability to manage everyday affairs
without considerable help. While family members
are a major source of support to older people who
need it (Millward 1998), various assistance meas-
ures such as the provision of District Nursing and
Meals on Wheels have been developed to help older
people to avoid nursing home care for as long as
possible. Thus, living alone may reflect varying
combinations of levels of personal health and well-
being and access to familial and public resources. 

The HILDA survey provides important insights
into how those living in private dwellings are faring
across several dimensions of quality of life. Table 2
shows the proportions of older men and women in
the survey who were living alone, with a partner, 
or with other relatives. Consistent with the ABS
Census data, older men who participated in HILDA
were more likely than older women to be living 
with a spouse, and less likely to be living with 
other relatives or with a spouse. These gender dif-
ferences were particularly apparent for those aged
75 and over. 

In the following sets of analyses, the older sample
is divided into two age groups: 65–74 (comprising
around 540 and 590 women) and 75 and over (com-
prising around 290 men and 430 women). These
groups are compared with five younger age groups,
each spanning 10 years. All these younger groups
consisted of more than 750 men and women (taken
separately).

It is important to note that differences between
age groups do not necessarily reflect changes that
occur with advancing age. To some extent, the differ-
ences may represent inherent variation between age
cohorts that have persisted with the passage of time.
Further, perceptions of wellbeing may be affected by
expectations in systematically different ways. 

For example, some older individuals who are
relieved to find that their health has not deterio-
rated as much as they expected may be prone to
understate their health problems, while others who
also expected considerable deterioration in health
may be particularly sensitive to signs of health
problems and thereby provide a more negative
assessment than they otherwise would have done.
Again, those who have the psychosocial and mate-
rial resources to enjoy their life despite some level
of physical dysfunction may be more inclined than
others to overlook their physical health problems.
The same processes may occur in relation to per-
ceptions of other dimensions of wellbeing.

Perceived financial wellbeing and housing adequacy
In total, between 61 per cent and 75 per cent of men
and women in each age group described their finan-
cial circumstances as “reasonably comfortable”,
“very comfortable”, or “prosperous”, with these
positive evaluations being provided by 68 to 71 per
cent of men and women in the two oldest groups
(Figures 1a and 1b). 

The most common response chosen by all age
groups was “reasonably comfortable”, especially
men and women aged 75 and over (61 to 63 per
cent), followed by those aged 65–74 years (56 to 57
per cent). Most of the other respondents reported

future is .28 and .46 respectively. Nevertheless, the
probability remains very low for the next 15 years
(0.08 and 0.09 respectively) and increases to only 0.15
and 0.20 respectively by age 80. In other words, it is
not until they are “very old” that individuals have
much likelihood of entering aged care homes.

Among older people, the propensity to live with
other relatives also increases as age advances, and
women are more likely than men to experience this
living arrangement (11 per cent of women and 4 per
cent of men aged 65–74 years; 16 per cent of women
and 9 per cent of men aged 85 or more years). These
trends may be due not only to women outliving their
partners, but also to women being more likely than
men to retain close contact with their children, par-
ticularly after divorce (Millward 1998).
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Table 2

65-74 years 75+ years Total 65+ years
% % %

Men
With partner 82.1 69.9 77.5
With other relatives 2.3 4.0 3.0
Alone 13.9 24.6 18.0
Other a 1.6 1.4 1.5

Women
With partner 63.9 31.3 49.3
With other relatives 8.9 11.7 10.2
Alone 26.3 56.2 39.8
Other a 0.8 0.8 0.8
Source: HILDA 2001 survey.
a Includes persons living in households as an unrelated individual or a member of 
group household.

Men: self-assessed family financial circumstances by age
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Women: self-assessed family financial circumstances by age
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Men: perceived adequacy of housing for current needs by age

Women: perceived adequacy of housing for current needs by age

that they were “just getting along” financially. Thus,
respondents in all age groups were least likely to
indicate that they were “poor” or “very poor”
(applying to only 1 per cent of men and women in
the oldest group, 3 per cent of men and women in
the second oldest group, and 4 to 6 per cent of those
in the younger groups). 

Most respondents also viewed their housing cir-
cumstances in a positive light (Figures 2a and 2b).
Only 2 to 3 per cent of men and women in the two
oldest groups and less then 10 per cent in the other
age groups described their housing as inadequate
for their needs. While men and women aged 45–54
and women aged 45–64 tended to be fairly evenly
divided in seeing their housing as “adequate” or
“more /much more than adequate”, the other age
groups – especially those aged 75 and over – were
more likely to describe their housing as “adequate”
rather than “more/much more than adequate”. 

Among the older respondents, perceived ade-
quacy of housing did not vary according to whether
they lived alone or with others. Nevertheless, older
people who lived alone were less inclined than
those who lived with others to describe their finan-
cial circumstances as “reasonably comfortable” or
better (63 per cent compared with 70 per cent),
with most of the others indicating that they 
were “just getting along” (35 per cent and 28 per
cent respectively) rather than being in poverty. 
The same trend applied to men and women taken
separately. 

In summary, the vast majority of older men and
women described their financial situation and housing
positively, but were less likely than some younger age
groups to consider themselves to be “very comfort-
able” or “prosperous”, or to see their housing as
“more/much more than adequate”. While living alone
or with others was not related to perceptions of hous-
ing adequacy, older people living alone viewed their
financial situation less positively than their age peers
who lived with others.

Self-assessed health

Health is obviously a central aspect of quality of life
that is perhaps often taken for granted until illness
strikes. There is some evidence to suggest that self-
assessed health is an important predictor of survival
in old age (McCallum, Shadbolt and Wang 1994).
The HILDA survey tapped seven aspects of health
as well as “general health”. Apart from the general
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The incidence of loneliness among older people varied significantly with their living arrangements.



Average scores of self-assesed health measures by age

Average scores of self-assesed health measures by age

similarities in experiences indicated by the differ-
ent age groups reflect trends that extend beyond the
four week period focused upon.

In as far as these assumptions are correct, then it
appears that not all aspects of health deteriorate
progressively with advancing age. Figure 3a high-
lights those aspects of health that do appear to
worsen with age. For simplicity the data for men
and women are combined. While women appeared
to have poorer health than men on all dimensions
except general health, the age related patterns of
results for older men and women did not differ sig-
nificantly for most aspects of health. 

Not surprisingly, the greatest extremes in average
scores across the age groups occurred for the two
measures of physical abilities: “physical functioning”
and “role-physical”. The former refers to the ability
to perform various physical tasks and the latter refers
to the impact of physical health on the nature,
amount and ease with which daily activities were
accomplished. Average scores on these measures
declined as age increased, with relatively sharp falls
occurring from age 55 onwards and again from age 75
onwards. In relation to general health and freedom
from bodily pain, average scores fell progressively
from age 35 to 64, then appeared to “stabilise” before
falling again from age 75 years. While small numbers
do not permit disaggregation of people aged 75 and
over, further analysis suggests that average scores
decline sharply on these measures of physical abili-
ties from those aged 75–84 to those aged 85 and over.
(These results are not shown here.) 

Figure 3b refers to the measures linked with
emotional and social wellbeing. The so-called “men-
tal health” measure simply taps a tendency to feel
happy, peaceful, and not “down” or nervous. Aver-
age scores on this measure were lowest for the
youngest age group (suggesting relatively poor well-
being in this area) and highest for those aged 65-74
years. But the differences between age groups were
small and there was no evidence of decline in this
aspect of health for those aged 75 and over. 

health and physical functioning measures, all those
aspects of health examined below referred to expe-
riences covering the past four weeks.

As noted above, the extent to which differences
between age groups reflect changes that occur with
advancing age remain uncertain. Nevertheless, for
simplicity, the discussion below adopts this
assumption. It is also assumed that differences and
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Being social animals, a sense of belonging and the maintenance of strong and supportive relationships represent
important aspects of quality of life.



For the remaining health measures, average scores
varied little across all groups up to age 65–74, but
then fell for those aged 75 and over. These measures
on which the oldest group did less well than others
were called vitality (that is, energy), “social function-
ing” (that is, the impact of physical health or
emotional problems on social activities), and “role
functioning” (that is, whether or not emotional prob-
lems have interfered with work and other activities). 

It should be pointed out that there is a greater
variation among the oldest age group compared
with younger age groups for all the health measures
except mental health. The increase in the variation
are greatest with two physical measures – physical
functioning and role-physical.

Among the older men and women, average scores
on only one health measure varied significantly with
living arrangements: older women who lived alone
were more inclined than older women who lived with
others to indicate that their physical health inter-
fered with everyday activities (the “role-physical”
measure) (mean scores = 51 and 57 respectively for
older women who lived alone and 52 and 54 for the
older men in these two respective groups).

The overall pattern of these results is consistent
with that derived by the ABS (1997). In as far as the
results reflect changes that occur with advancing age,
then they suggest that from age 75 on there is a clear
deterioration of general health and most specific
aspects of health measured. With the exception of
the two measures that focus on physical health
(“physical functioning” and “role physical”), those
aged 65 –74 years appeared to be doing at least as
well as those aged 55–64, but not necessarily as well
as younger groups. Vitality and social functioning
appeared to remain fairly stable until age 75, while
both groups of older people seemed at least as well 
off as other age groups in terms of the truncated
“mental health” measure. While this measure is sim-
plistic, the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare
(AIHW) reports that the incidence of mental disor-
ders is lower for older people than for the general
population (AIHW 2002). 

As mentioned above, the results reported here are
derived from residents of private dwellings. Given
that older people are more likely than younger people
to move to non-private dwellings for health reasons,
the picture for older people in general is not as rosy as
that presented here. On the other hand, it seems
worth reiterating that nursing home care tends to
occur for only a short period of life (with the proba-
bility not increasing substantially until reaching “very
old” age) and most older people never experience it
(Rowland 2003; Rowland, Liu and Braun 2002).

Life satisfaction
Research into subjective wellbeing suggests that most
people tend to express considerable satisfaction with
their lives and except in extreme circumstances,
appear to “recover” from misfortune (Cummins
2000). Various theories have been established to
explain this process (for example, Brickman, Coates
and Janoff-Bulman 1978; Cummins 2000; Headey
and Wearing 1989). For example, Cummins (2000)
proposes that individuals have their own “set point”
to which they return after unusually fortunate or

unfortunate experiences, and for most people this
“set point” is quite positive. However, he also main-
tains that there are limits to this process: some
circumstances are so adverse that they defeat this
homeostatic response (that is, recovery). 

Maher and Cummins (2002) maintain that this
return to the status quo involves actions to improve
objective circumstances and/or the use of various psy-
chological devices directed towards maintaining or
regaining a positive sense of wellbeing. Yet the negative
stereotypes of old age outlined above would suggest
that older people are no longer able to experience
much enjoyment from life and are unable to either
change or adapt to difficult circumstances . To what
extent are older people dissatisfied with their lives?

Respondents rated their satisfaction with life on a
scale ranging from 0 (“completely dissatisfied”) to 10
(“completely satisfied”). Figure 4 shows that average
(mean) ratings of life satisfaction are marginally
higher for the two older groups of men and women
than for younger groups. Thus, consistent with the
above-mentioned trends for the “mental health”
measure, older people tend to maintain a positive
sense of wellbeing – despite a decline in general
health and most particularly in physical functioning. 

In fact, high satisfaction (here defined as ratings of
8–10 on this scale) was expressed by 79 to 80 per
cent of men and women aged 65 and over, and by
only 59 per cent men and 65 per cent of women aged
25–44. On the other hand, low satisfaction with life
(ratings of 0–5) was expressed by only 7 per cent of
older men and women and only 10 per cent of men
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for their needs. They also seemed to be functioning
at least as well as other age groups in terms of the
truncated measure of “mental health” and indicated
high satisfaction with life. In terms of vitality and
social functioning, those aged 65–74 appeared to
be doing as well as most other age groups and they
provided as positive a picture of general health as
those aged 55–64 years. 

Although to some extent these trends may reflect
a propensity for individuals to change their views
about the defining features of “good health” as they
age, there is some evidence to suggest that self-
assessed general health is an important predictor of
survival than medical records, as noted above.

The positive average picture for those aged
65–74 is consistent with research suggesting that
post-retirement age is often a very enjoyable and
productive period in life (Rowland 2003). While
some older people work beyond retirement age (20
per cent of men and 9 per cent women aged 65-69
were employed in 2001) (ABS 2003b), others con-
tribute to their families by looking after their spouse
who may require intensive care, by caring for their
grandchildren, and by caring for various sectors of
the community through volunteering activities (see
de Vaus and Qu 1997; and de Vaus, Gray and Stan-
ton elsewhere in this issue). It seems that the stage
of life characterised by severe incapacity and
dependency is rare among those under 80, and is
typically brief if it occurs at all (Rowland 2003). 

The contrast between the negative stereotypes
about ageing and the generally positive reports of
many older people have been observed in other
studies (see Bishop 1999, 2000) and are explained
by Ford and Sinclaire (1987) as follows: “The trou-
ble is that old age is not interesting until one gets
there, a foreign country with a unknown language”
(quoted by Blaikie 1999: 1).

Nevertheless, this rosy picture needs to be tem-
pered. In particular, older people appeared to
experience a decline in physical functioning and
those aged 75 or over indicated poorer health on all
measures except “mental health”. 

Furthermore, compared with older people who
lived with others, those who lived alone reported
significantly lower wellbeing in some areas. First,
both men and women who lived alone were less
inclined than their counterparts who lived with oth-
ers to describe their financial circumstances as
“reasonably comfortable” or better. Second, among
the women, those living alone were more inclined
than those living with others to report that their
physical health interfered with their ability to
undertake everyday activities. 

Third, the older men who lived alone seemed
more vulnerable than the other older men to lone-
liness and dampened satisfaction with life. Given
that the majority of older people living alone are
women, there is the danger that the difficulties
faced by older men who live alone may slip atten-
tion or be under-emphasised. 

Finally, it should be pointed out that it is beyond
the scope of this article to provide a comprehensive
picture of the quality of life of older people. Attention
has mostly been directed to some of the more general
aspects of life as assessed by the respondents: financial

and women aged 25–44. These trends are consistent
with the findings by Maher and Cummins (2002).
Their research also suggested that, with advancing
age, people tend to rely more on psychological
processes that help them adapt to and accept their
circumstances rather than attempt to change them.

Among older people, life satisfaction varied signif-
icantly with living arrangements for older men but
not women. Although most older men expressed high
satisfaction with life regardless of their living arrange-
ments, this was less the case for those who lived
alone than for those who lived with others. High life
satisfaction was expressed by 66 per cent of men liv-
ing alone and 82 per cent of men living with others,
and by 77 per cent of older women who lived alone
and 81 per cent who lived with others.

Sense of loneliness 
Being social animals, a sense of belonging and the
maintenance of strong and supportive relationships
with others represent important aspects of quality of
life, while feeling lonely tends to be a distressing expe-
rience (Baumeister and Leary 1995). Furthermore, as
noted above, there is some evidence to suggest that a
sense of social isolation, which includes feelings of
loneliness, can have a negative impact on personal
health (Ham 2002). Yet one of the defining features of
older people according to stereotypes is that they are
prone to strong feelings of loneliness (Kalish 1979). 

Figure 5 presents the proportions of men and
women in the different age groups who stated that
they often felt very lonely. Across all age groups, 21
to 25 per cent of women and 17 to 21 per cent of
men indicated such experiences.

Young men aged 15–24 were the least likely to feel
very lonely while the two oldest groups of women
were the most likely to experience loneliness.
Although marginally higher proportions of women
than men in each age group indicated that they often
felt very lonely, a statistically significant gender dif-
ference was only apparent for the youngest group. 

As expected, the incidence of loneliness among
older people varied significantly with their living
arrangements: older people who lived alone were
more likely than those who lived with others to
state that they often felt very lonely. This pattern
was stronger for men than for women. Loneliness
was reported by 39 per cent of older men who lived
alone and by 17 per cent who lived with others, and
by 30 per cent and 22 per cent of older women who
lived alone and with others respectively. 

The stronger apparent relationship between
loneliness and living arrangements for men than
women may be linked with the fact that women
tended to have more social contacts than men. For
example, of older people living alone, 77 per cent of
women and only 64 per cent of men reported meet-
ing up with friends or relatives at least once a week. 

Summary
While perceptions about ageing tend to be negative
even among health professionals, this analysis sug-
gests older people in private dwellings tend to live a
reasonably enjoyable life. Most older people in the
HILDA survey appeared to feel comfortable finan-
cially, and considered their housing to be adequate
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wellbeing and housing, health, and indicators of emo-
tional wellbeing. It may be that older individuals are
more inclined than others to indicate reduced wellbe-
ing when asked about specific issues than when asked
about broad areas of life.

As Australia’s older population continues to grow
in size, an understanding of how well older people
are faring in all key facets of life, and an apprecia-
tion of effective means of promoting “healthy
ageing”, will become increasingly important for pol-
icy. The National Strategy for an Ageing Australia
was developed in 1999 to ensure that the quality of
life improves along with its quantity. 

The Strategy recognises that the achievement of
healthy ageing depends on a range of factors includ-
ing healthy lifestyles both before and after
individuals reach “old age”, access to adequate
material and health resources, strong and support-
ive family relationships, and a caring community
that rejects unfounded stereotypes and recognises
and facilitates contributions of older people to com-
munity life (Bishop 1999, 2000). 

Hopefully this Strategy, along with other programs,
will enable Australia to achieve as well in terms of
healthy ageing as it has in terms of the United Nations’
“Human Development Index”.
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“The trouble is that old age is not interesting until one gets there, a foreign country with a 
unknown language.”
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over are low by comparison with similar OECD countries
(Bishop 1999). The second trend is the pressure on gov-
ernments to maintain balanced budgets without overtly
increasing taxation (Commonwealth of Australia 2002).
This has led governments to try to contain expenditures,
especially in areas of escalating or projected expenditure
growth such as health and income support.

Social concerns
In the context of the financial implications of an ageing
population, some ageing theorists have argued that popu-
lation ageing will have profound social implications
(Laslett and Fishkin 1992). In particular, these theorists
argue that the financial strains that are predicted to flow
from population ageing have implications for generational
equity and intergenerational solidarity. They paint a pic-
ture of emerging intergenerational competition and
conflict replacing a former intergenerational solidarity. 

In the politics of arguments about generational 
equity, the older generation is frequently seen to be the
“guilty party” that has managed to obtain an unfair share 
of government expenditure at the expense of younger 
generations. The elderly have been painted as the winners
and younger people as the losers. In the United States, 
the conservative writer Peter Peterson has argued that:
“From a society that once felt obliged to endow future 
generations, we have become a society that feels entitled 
to support from our children. Unless this mind set 
changes, Americans may one day find that all they really
are ‘entitled to’ is a piece of the national debt” (Peterson
1999:11).

In summary, the demographic transition of population
ageing has largely been framed in negative terms – terms in
which older generations are largely regarded as a cost or a
burden. This portrayal of older people as a cost, and as tak-
ers, represents an unbalanced view of the contributions of
older people. While the direct cost to government of pro-
viding services to older people can be calculated, this

ike most countries throughout the world, Australia
is experiencing the demographic transition of pop-
ulation ageing. Just a few statistics illustrate the
magnitude of this transition. In 1976, 9 per cent of
the Australian population was aged over 65 years.

By 2001 this had risen to 12 per cent and is projected to reach
19 per cent by 2021 and 27 per cent by 2051 (ABS 2003). 

Population ageing is usually portrayed as a problem or,
more politely, as a “challenge”. In 1994, the World Bank
(1994) brought out its recipe for “averting the old age cri-
sis”. It has since become almost commonplace to refer to
pension schemes as being “in crisis”, and to assert that
they will not survive the impact of demographic ageing.
Frequently, discussions are framed in terms of the “bur-
den” of older people and an ageing population. 

There are two main reasons population ageing is seen to
be a problem. One reason is economic and the other is social. 

Economic concerns
The economic consequences are the most widely can-
vassed “problem” of an ageing population. The main
reason for the anticipated economic costs of population
ageing stems from the greater financial dependency of
older people and the consequent costs to government (and
in turn the taxpayer). This dependency is normally
expressed in terms of the aged dependency ratio – the ratio
of the population aged 65 and over to those aged 15-64
years. Between 1971 and 2002 the aged dependency ratio
has risen from 14 per cent to 19 per cent. The Australian
Retirement Income Modelling taskforce projects this ratio
to increase to 41 per cent by 2042 (Commonwealth of Aus-
tralia 2002). Increasing aged dependency ratios impose an
increased financial burden on governments, and thus tax-
payers, for health and income support.

Alongside population ageing and increases in the aged
dependency ratio there has been declining labour market
participation of older people. The labour market participa-
tion rates of Australian men and women aged 55 years and
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approach neglects the contributions of older people earlier
in the life course (Marshall and Mueller 2002), and the
ongoing contributions of older people in later life.

Of course, others have noted the ongoing contributions
of older people. Previous surveys have found that 37 per
cent of volunteer work is contributed by people aged 55
years and over (ABS 2001) and that 21 per cent of princi-
pal carers of people with disabilities are themselves aged
over 65 years (ABS 1998b). In fact, older people are more
likely to be givers of care than receivers of care (Healthy
Ageing Taskforce 2000). In addition to these contributions
are financial transfers from older to younger family mem-
bers in the form of gifts, loans and inheritances. 

However, the debate about ageing is still framed almost
exclusively in terms of the financial cost of older people. In this

context, the National Strategy for an Ageing Australia recom-
mended that researchers undertake research on the costs and
benefits of an ageing population, and extend research into the
volunteer/community contribution of older people.

Encouraging a balanced view
This article seeks to provide more balance to the debate
about the cost of older people in an ageing society and to
estimate the financial value of some of the ongoing contri-
butions of older people that are not measured in national
accounts. In an attempt to provide some preliminary data
to help balance the debate about the “cost” of older people,
the article provides estimates of the financial value of the
unpaid contributions of older people – both to their family
and to the wider community. 

Table 1

Definition  

Food and drink preparation and clean-up Includes the cooking and serving of meals, and washing dishes  

Laundry, ironing and clothes care Includes washing, ironing, mending and making clothes 

Other housework Includes cleaning the bathroom/toilet, vacuuming, dusting and tidying

Gardening and lawn care, cleaning grounds etc., Includes gardening, pool care and feeding and tending to animals 
and pet care
Home maintenance Includes repairs or improvements to the home, equipment, and motor vehicles and chopping wood

Household management, associated Includes paperwork, bills, budgeting, organising, packing, selling household 
communication and travel assets and disposing of rubbish

Child care, associated communication and travel Includes the physical, emotional and educational care of children and general 
interaction with, and supervision of children

Purchasing, associated communication and travel Includes the purchasing of a wide range of goods and services for people – purchasing durables 
and consumer goods and purchasing repair services, administration services, child care, 
domestic and gardening services (excludes window-shopping and purchasing personal 
care such as visiting the doctor or getting hair cut)  

Adult personal care Includes the physical care of adults (excludes emotional care)  
Volunteer work, associated  communication and travel Includes doing favours for others and active involvement in various forms of unpaid voluntary work
Source: ABS (2000).
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amount and value of each of these categories of unpaid
work by age group and gender. In order to aid interpreta-
tion of the contributions of older people, data are
presented on multiple age groups for comparison. The age
groups used are: 15–24 years; 25–44 years; 45–54 years;
55–64 years; 65–74 years; and 75 years plus. 

1997 Time Use Survey
The analysis in this paper is based upon the 1997 Aus-
tralian Time Use Survey which collected detailed
information on the time use of 7,260 Australians. The sur-
vey was conducted over four periods during 1997 in such a
way as to balance seasonal influences that affect time use
patterns. A diary was left for each person over 15 years in
the sampled households to be completed on two successive
specified days. Completed diaries provided detailed infor-
mation about every episode of time use over the two days.

The survey contains detailed information about time
use for the two days derived from this diary. In
addition to indicating the type and duration of
each activity the diary indicated the type of
person for whom the activity was being per-
formed. This latter information allows us to
separate unpaid work and caring according to
the type of person for whom the activity was
undertaken. This is of particular importance
when considering the unpaid work older Aus-
tralians do for people outside their own home.
Information on up to two simultaneous activi-
ties was collected. A more detailed discussion

of the Time Use Survey can be found in ABS (1998a).
The sampling strategy was designed to ensure a repre-

sentative sample of diary days across the year. This means
that group estimates of the amount of time spent on any
activity over a year should be reliable. 

The Time Use Survey contains weights that can be used
to produce estimates relating to the whole population within
the scope of the survey and to give equal representation for
responses from each quarter and the correct proportional
representation of weekdays and weekend days. The esti-
mates presented in this paper are all weighted.

Valuation methods
In the literature, two basic approaches to measuring unpaid
work are identified: the “direct” or “output” method; and
the “indirect” or “input” method. The first method involves
the measurement of output by direct observation of prices,
and requires data on the quantities of goods or services pro-
duced. Indirect or input methods involve valuing output in
terms of the cost of inputs and require information about the
time spent on activities. While the first method is conceptu-
ally superior because it adopts the same approach that is
used to value market production, the necessary data are
generally not available. Therefore, the indirect or input
method has been used. 

The input approach values unpaid work as the sum of the
values of all of its inputs – which include labour inputs (time
use) and the use of physical capital (the land, dwellings and
equipment owned by households). However, time use sur-
veys only provide information on time use, and so, in
practice, the valuation methods do not take account of the
value of the physical capital used by households in non-
market production (Ironmonger 2001). It is therefore
important to bear in mind that older Australians’ use of
physical capital when providing adult care and when volun-
teering will contribute to the total economy as measured by
Gross Household Product (Ironmonger 1996). Full details of
the valuation methods adopted are available in de Vaus,
Gray and Stanton (2003).

Data from the 1997 Australian Time Use Survey are used to
estimate the amount and value of unpaid work of different age
groups. The article discusses the measurement and definition
of unpaid work, the data and valuation methods used, the
incidence of unpaid work, and estimates of the value of
unpaid work. 

Measuring unpaid work

Defining unpaid work
Determining what activities should be classified as being
unpaid work is difficult and contentious. However, interna-
tional statistical standards provide definitions which can be
used to define different types of unpaid work. The interna-
tional statistical standard that establishes the conventional
definitions is set out in System of National Accounts 1993.
This convention is used in this paper in defining unpaid work.

A widely accepted principle for determining the scope
of total unpaid work is the “third person” or “market
replacement” criterion. Under this criterion a household
activity would be considered as unpaid work if an eco-
nomic unit other than the household itself could have
supplied the latter with an equivalent service. 

Unpaid work is defined in this paper as comprising
unpaid household work and volunteer and community
work. Unpaid household work consists of domestic work
about the house, child care, household management, shop-
ping, and associated communication and travel (Table 1). 

In estimating the value of the unpaid work of older peo-
ple, the paper does not pretend to measure all the financial
contributions of older people. In addition to unpaid work,
older people contribute to other generations through inter-
generational transfers of money, gifts, inheritances and by
using their other resources (e.g. housing, transport) to
assist other people. This paper measures only the contri-
bution of unpaid work.

The categories of unpaid household work used in this
paper are outlined in Table 1. The analysis considers the

Table 2

Female Male

Population Population
Per capita ($ millions Per capita ($ millions  

Ages ($ per annum) per annum) ($ per annum) per annum)

15-24 13,975 17,476 6,102 8,009   
25-44 45,617 129,140 19,674 54,705  
45-54 27,760 32,373 16,168 18,836  
55-64 26,791 21,594 16,678 14,194   
65-74 24,165 16,092 18,349 10,302  
75 plus 19,932 7,531 17,636 4,800   
Total  224,206  110,846   
Source: Australian Time Use Survey 1997.

The demographic transition of population

ageing has largely been framed in negative

terms – terms in which older generations are

largely regarded as a cost or a burden.
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Unpaid work is valued using the market replacement
cost approach – what it would cost households in wages to
hire others to do the household, volunteer and caring work
for them. There are several variants of the market replace-
ment cost approach. These include: individual function
replacement cost approach; housekeeper replacement cost
approach; and replacement cost hybrid approach. 

This paper uses the replacement cost hybrid approach.
Using this approach, household work is valued according
to the cost of hiring a housekeeper to undertake the rele-
vant tasks ($12.15 an hour), and adult care and voluntary
work are valued using commercial wages (ranging from
$13.73 to $15.99 per hour depending upon the nature of
the task undertaken). All dollar values used in this paper
are in Australian dollars and the figures are expressed in
1997 dollars. Gross wages, rather than net wages, are used.
This is consistent with the approach adopted by the Aus-
tralian Bureau of Statistics (ABS 2000).

The overlapping of activities is an important dimension
of time use. A number of studies have shown that overlap-
ping activities are neither an unusual phenomenon nor a
trivial issue. The inclusion of overlapped activities can pro-
vide a more accurate estimate of an individual’s economic
contribution, particularly in the area of non-market pro-
duction of goods and services (Bittman 1996). The
overlapping of activities is particularly significant for child
care activities that can be combined with a wide range of
household tasks such as cleaning and cooking as well as
household management. Therefore time spent on primary
and secondary activities are combined in the analysis.

The estimates in this paper of the value of unpaid work
by different age groups differ from those produced by the
ABS in their publication Unpaid Work and the Australian
Economy 1997. One reason for the difference is that the
ABS includes only primary time use in their estimates.
Another reason is the fact that a new activity classification
system was used for the 1997 survey. The published ABS
data appear to use the 1992 classification system for the
1997 estimates in order to allow comparisons between
1992 and 1997. In this article, the 1997 classification sys-
tem is used. The main effect of this is that some activities
are assigned as household work, which the published ABS
estimates would have assigned as voluntary work or care
(ABS 2000).

The value of time use

Total value of unpaid work
Table 2 shows the per capita annual value of unpaid work
by gender and age. It also shows the total value for the
entire age group. Focusing first on the per capita estimates,
the value of unpaid work is higher for females than males
for all age groups. Women aged 65–74 undertake work at
an annual per capita value of $24,164, and those aged 75
years and over contribute $19,932 in unpaid work each
year. Older men in these same age groups contribute a lit-
tle less – $18,349 and $17,636 respectively. While the
value of unpaid work of older women is less than among
women aged 25–44 (where child care boosts the value of
unpaid work to $45,617 per annum), the value of these
contributions only decreases slowly after age 45 years.
Older men contribute more through their unpaid work
than do most younger age groups (except those aged
25–44, where the value of contributions is a little higher).

When considered in aggregate, the value of unpaid work
to the Australian economy drops away with age at a faster
rate than do the per capita estimates (Table 2). This is due
to the relatively small proportion of the population in the

older age groups. In addition, the 25-44 years age group is
a 20-year age group whereas the other age groups are ten-
year age groups. However, the total amount of unpaid work
remains substantial. 

Value of unpaid work for people inside and outside of own household
When considering unpaid work, an important distinction
is between unpaid work done for people living in the
provider’s own household and unpaid work for people liv-
ing outside the provider’s own household. Table 3 shows
the average per capita value and proportion of unpaid work
done for people outside their own household. 

For both males and females the age pattern of the value
of unpaid work done for people outside of their own house-
hold differs from that for total unpaid work and for unpaid
work within the household. For females, unpaid work out-
side their own household increases with age to reach a
maximum at 55–64 years ($3,327 per annum) and for
males it is highest for those aged 65–74 years ($2,384 per
annum). Unpaid work done for people outside their own
household remains substantial for females aged 75 years
plus ($1,642 per annum). For males, the value of unpaid
work outside their own household drops off very rapidly for
those aged 75 years and over ($814).

Table 3 also shows the proportion of unpaid work that is
done for people outside rather than within their own
household. For females aged 65 years and over, the pro-
portion of all unpaid work done for people outside their

Per capita value of unpaid work outside and inside of own
household by gender and age, Australia 1997 (1997 dollars)

Table 3

Percentage of unpaid
work provided for 

Outside Inside people outside 
household household own household

Age Female Male Female Male Female Male  
$ per annum Per cent  

15-24 1,332 921 12,643 5,181 9.5 15.1  
25-44 2,058 1,544 43,559 18,130 4.5 7.8  
45-54 2,586 1,092 25,175 15,076 9.3   6.8  
55-64 3,327 1,884 23,463 14,794 12.4 11.3  
65-74 2,200 2,384 21,965 15,965 9.1 13.0  
75 plus 1,642 814 18,290 16,822 8.2   4.6  
Total 2,152 1,431 29,438 14,534 6.8 9.0  
Source: Australian Time Use Survey 1997.

Value of unpaid caring by age and gender, Australia, 
1997 (1997 dollars)

Table 4

Female Male
$ per annum $ per annum

Child care
15-24 years 4,205 638
25-44 years 25,857 9,790
45-54 years 5,003 4,609
55-64 years 2,926 1,542
65-74 years 2,111 772
75 plus years 260 83

Adult care
15-54 years 135 39
55 plus years 190 91
Note: For adult care the age ranges are collapsed to 15-54 years and 55 years plus due 

to the relatively small cell sizes for those actually doing adult care.
Source: Australian Time Use Survey 1997.
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health or disabled may also be doing things such as cook-
ing, shopping and cleaning for that person. These activities
are not captured by the category “adult care” but are cap-
tured in the category of household work.

The average amount of adult care per capita is quite low,
ranging from $39 per annum for males aged 15–54 years to
$190 for females aged 55 years and older. 

Among older Australians, perhaps the major caring con-
tribution is for a sick or disabled partner. This potentially
reduces the need for government expenditure, although
this must be offset against the fact that there are other pro-
visions in the income support system that provide
financial support to carers. There has also been a major
expansion of home and community care services which
has meant that the majority of older people requiring gov-
ernment funded care services now have access to those
services in their own homes rather than in residential care.
Currently, 12 per cent of people aged 70 and older receive
government funded care services in the community, com-
pared with 4 per cent in nursing home care, and 3 per cent
in lower level residential care (OECD 2000: 66).

Value of volunteer work
For females, the value of volunteer work among those aged
65–74 is $797 per person per annum. For women aged 75
years and over this value declines to $670. While the 
value of voluntary work for these older women is less than
for those aged between 45–64 years, they contribute more
in voluntary work than do women aged 15–44 (Table 5).
For males, the maximum contribution through unpaid 
voluntary work occurs at age 65–74 when they contribute
$1,219 per capita per annum. The value of volunteer 
work of those aged 75 years and over is similar to that for
those aged 45–54 years, and higher than for those aged
15–24 years.

Incidence of unpaid work
Further analysis of unpaid work was conducted by focusing
on the proportion who reported doing any unpaid work in
the two diary days. An advantage of this shift in focus is
that it provides a direct measure of the incidence of unpaid
work, albeit one that does not capture the amount of
unpaid work done. Because the estimates are based on
time use for only two days, they are estimates of the per-
centage undertaking the activity for an “average two days”.
The percentage undertaking the activity over a longer
period of time (such as a year) will be larger. Nevertheless,
the pattern of results over two days should be very similar
to that over the year.

Table 6 shows the proportion of respondents who did
unpaid work within their own household and for people
outside their own household in the two diary days. The
main point to be taken from Table 6 is that the percentage
reporting doing unpaid work for people outside their
household falls after the age of 64 for females but only 
after the age of 74 for males. In fact, for males, the 
age group 55–64 years is the most likely to report doing
unpaid work for people outside of their own household
(37.4 per cent).

Across all age groups, females are more likely than
males to report doing unpaid work for people living outside
their own household. The difference is largest for those
aged 25–44 years and 45–54 years, where 51.1 and 52.1
per cent of females respectively reported doing unpaid
work for people living outside of their own household. 
The proportion of males aged 25–44 and 45–54 reporting
doing unpaid work for people outside of their own house-
hold was substantially lower at 32.7 and 30.8 per cent
respectively.

own household is less than among women aged 55–64
when the proportion peaks at 12.4 per cent. The propor-
tion of unpaid work done by older women for people
outside the household is comparable to that among women
aged 15–24 and those aged 45–54, and much higher than
among those aged between 25–44 when within-household
activities predominate. 

For males aged 65–74, 13 per cent of their unpaid work
is contributed outside of their own household. This is the
second highest proportion of all age groups. However,
among males aged 75 years and over, work outside the
household contributes the smallest proportion of any age
group of men. This means that the share of unpaid work
contributed by work outside the home peaks in the post-
retirement age groups, but then falls sharply among those
aged 75 and over. 

Value of unpaid care: child care and adult care
There are very strong gender differences in the value of
unpaid child care provided (Table 4). As expected, the
value of unpaid child care is the highest for those aged
25–44 years, being $25,857 for females and $9,790 for
males. For females, the value of unpaid child care drops
rapidly for older age groups but remains substantial up
until the age of 65–74 years when it is $2,111 per annum.
The amount of child care provided is quite low for those
aged 75 years and older ($260 for females and $83 for
males). 

Given the relatively small numbers providing unpaid
adult care, it is necessary to collapse the age categories
into two groups (15–54 years and 55 years and older) to
obtain statistically reliable estimates. It is important to
recognise that adult care refers only to the physical care of
adults (such as helping with eating, washing, dressing and
so on). People who assist another adult who is in poor

Value of volunteer work by age and gender, 
Australia 1997 (1997 dollars)

Table 5

Female Male
Age $ per annum $ per annum
15-24 years 370 369
25-44 years 609 659
45-54 years 974 563
55-64 years 938 844
65-74 years 797 1,219
75 plus years 670 559
Total 685 652
Source: Australian Time Use Survey 1997.

Percentage doing unpaid work, by gender and age over
average two days, Australia, 1997

Table 6

Age in years

15-24 25-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 75 plus Total
Per cent

Female         
Own household 95.5 99.2 99.5 98.4 99.4 96.2 98.3
Outside own 41.2 51.1 52.1 51.8 41.7 31.6 47.7
household

Male         
Own household 84.3 93.1 93.9 96.0 99.2 99.2 92.7
Outside own  28.7 32.7 30.8 37.4 34.9 28.2 32.2
household
Source: Australian Time Use Survey 1997.
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Recognising the potential benefits of an ageing society

As the proportion of the Australian population aged 65 or
older increases, government expenditures are expected to
rise as a result of direct financial costs to governments. A
focus on these financial costs has led to an unduly nega-
tive, problem-oriented view of population ageing that
neglects the contribution of older citizens to the social and
economic wellbeing of the nation. 

This article has explored just one aspect of the contribu-
tion made by older Australians and has
demonstrated that, as an age cohort, older people
make valuable financial contributions to Aus-
tralian society through the time they spend in
unpaid caring in their own household, to their
family members in other households, and to non-
family members in the wider community.

It has been shown that, based on time use data,
men and women aged over 65 contribute almost
$39 billion per year in unpaid work. If the unpaid
contribution of people aged 55–64 is included, this
contribution rises to $74.5 billion per annum. 

At the individual level, older people’s unpaid work is val-
ued at between $20,000 to $27,000 for older women and
from just under $17,000 to just over $18,000 for older men.
The bulk of this unpaid work is performed within the per-
son’s own home but older women undertake between
$1,600 and $3,300 worth of unpaid work outside the home,
and older men undertake between $800 and $2,400 worth of
“external” unpaid work each year, depending on which age
group of older people is considered. 

Were it not for the unpaid work of older people at least
some of the costs of providing care and the functions under-
taken by volunteers would have to be borne in one way or
another by government. As the size of this population
increases, the total value of these contributions will increase.
But as people get to be very old, the amount of volunteer
work decreases.

In addition to the financial value of the unpaid work of
older people it is also important to recognise the social
importance of these activities. The unpaid labour of people
can help bind society together. Much of the unpaid work of
older people provides support that would be difficult to
provide using market-based services. The sense that some-
one cares, the flexibility of the support provided by many
unpaid workers, and feeling that people are not doing
things merely for financial gain, can all provide something
additional to the simple financial contribution of the
unpaid work. 

While an ageing population may require some increased
expenditure on the older age cohorts, this should not be
viewed simply as a one-way public transfer of funds to
older people. The public expenditure of funds must be bal-
anced against the private transfers from older people to
other family members and the wider community through
their unpaid work. While some theorists and activists have
argued that the public transfer of funds towards older gen-
erations is a threat to intergenerational solidarity, the
concerns of these theorists and commentators neglect the
impact of the private transfers of older people to younger
generations (via intra-family transfers), and through their
contribution to the wider community. 

Nor should the expenditure on income support and
health for older people be regarded as an expenditure that
pays no dividends. Such public expenditures can enable
older people themselves to yield an investment return that
favours younger family members and the wider community
through their unpaid work and other transfers of goods, gifts,
cash and inheritance. 

Were it not for the support older people receive from the
public sector, they would be in a weaker position to give
something back. It can be argued that the public support
provided to older people strengthens the bonds between
generations. It is possible that reducing expenditure on
the elderly in the name of generational equity and genera-
tional solidarity could have the effect of undermining the
equity and solidarity that is currently generated by the
private transfers from older people (Attias-Donfut and
Arber 2000).
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This article presents a distilled version of the authors’ Research
Paper No. 34, Measuring the value of unpaid household, caring
and voluntary work of older Australians, published by the Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies in October 2003.

Were it not for the unpaid work of older 

people at least some of the costs of providing

care and the functions undertaken by 

volunteers would have to be borne in one

way or another by government.



Older migrants and 
their families in Australia

lives, and their children were either born here or
came as young children. The later groups of older
migrants consist predominantly of those who came
under family reunion programs, sponsored by their
adult children. The two groups have different set-
tlement experiences, but now share several similar
experiences in terms of family interactions. 

The dynamics of migration also relate particular
sources of immigrants to particular times of settle-
ment. As seen in Table 1, European immigrants in
post-war Australia currently constitute large pro-
portions of the total population of the 65+ years old
population. In another generation, by 2026, older
people from Vietnam and China will be among 
the major groups of immigrants to Australia (Gib-
son et al. 2001). The more recent “post-war” Indo-
Chinese immigrants are now sufficiently well estab-
lished to sponsor their own parents and, in due
course, it is expected that the newer African and
Middle Eastern immigrants will do the same.

The two groups of older migrants
For the well established communities who came to
Australia before and after World War II, such as the
Chinese, Polish, Dutch, Italian and Greek communi-
ties, the prosperous economy enabled many to get
employment without mastering the English language.
As a result, when these groups reach older age, a
reversion to the first language occurs for many, a phe-
nomenon well known to everyone who works with
older people of non-English-speaking backgrounds. 

“Time bound” recollections of the old country are
not well researched, but anecdotal evidence – espe-
cially from the children of migrants, and often the
older migrants themselves – is that their parents recol-
lect the old country and its culture, customs and
traditions as such things were expressed when they left
it. The culture of the old country may have moved on
but is preserved in the memory and society of a gener-
ation of migrants as it was. The children of the original
migrants, by now themselves around middle age, do
not see the culture their parents talk about because it
has virtually disappeared, much as the Australian 
pioneer settlement experience of their grandparents
are, at best, historical preserves for young Australians. 
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TRANG THOMAS discusses the family experiences of older migrants – both those who came as
young migrants and now have grown old, and those who came during their old age to join their
adult children in Australia.

Older migrants and 
their families in Australia

Birthplace of immigrants aged 65 and over from culturally and
linguistically diverse backgrounds, 1996 to (projected) 2026

Table 1

Year and ranking according to size of community

1996 2001 2006 2011 2016 2021 2026
Birthplace projected
Italy 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Poland 2 5 6 11 13 14 16
Germany 3 3 3 3 3 3 5
Greece 4 2 2 2 2 2 2
Netherlands 5 4 4 4 4 4 7
China 6 6 5 5 5 6 4
India 7 7 10 9 8 9 8
Vietnam 13 11 11 10 6 5 3
Philippines 21 20 19 15 11 7 6
Lebanon 17 14 14 12 12 10 9
Malaysia 25 24 20 18 14 12 10

Note: Ranking (from 1 = large to small communities)
Source: Gibson et al. 2001: 82.

t is now a truism that the Australian popula-
tion is ageing, and ageing more rapidly in some
groups than others. Specifically, the number of
older immigrants of non-English-speaking

backgrounds has been growing at five times the rate of
the Australian-born aged population in recent years
(Hugo and Thomas 2002). It follows that the current
generation of Australians looks towards old age with
the most diverse cultural faces in Australian history.
While the psychology of ageing is important to all of us,
this paper is confined to an overview of issues related to
older migrants and their families. 

While acknowledging that the ageing experience 
of many older migrants and their families can be a 
positive one, this paper particularly focuses on
some of the difficulties that may arise, since these
are seldom discussed.

The dynamics of a substantial long-term migra-
tion program generate two groups of overseas-born
aged – those who migrated young and grew old in
Australia, and those who came here when they were
already comparatively older. Those who came to
Australia in the post-war years as young migrants
have now been in Australia for most of their adult

II



It should also be remembered that, for many
migrant families, their extended families might be
spread over two or more countries. This dispersion has
been found to have a significant impact on the psycho-
logical wellbeing of older migrants. Research suggests
that older migrants in Australia who still have children
living in other countries report this separation as a sig-
nificant source of anxiety (Thomas 1999a, 1999b).

Studies of the overseas-born tend to focus on
immigrants who have come during their youth and
have grown old in the new country. But there are oth-
ers – those who made the migration journey during
their old age – who have particular issues associated
with leaving their homeland during old age, knowing
that they are likely to face resettlement problems in
an alien society and a prospect of soon dying in a for-
eign land. For the sponsored parents, family reunion
may not necessarily be family renewal.

What makes this older generation an interesting,
policy-relevant  focus for attention is that, for some
groups, they are launched into a new culture at an
age when they are coming to grips with their own
old age, and are less flexible and less motivated to
adjust. Old age is often a time of life review and a
search for meaning, and for immigrant elders this
takes place in a cultural context different from the
culture of origin (Thomas 1999b, 2003a, 2003b). 

On the surface, reuniting elderly parents with
their adult children in Australia seems an attractive
proposition. It accords with the filial duties of the
young, as well as with the desires of the older gen-
eration to be close to and contribute to the family.
Unfortunately, outcomes are often radically differ-
ent from expectations (Thomas 2003b). 

In countries where the extended family is the
norm, married adult children commonly live in
their parents’ house. In the migration context, typ-
ically, the older parents come to live in their
children’s house. In these cases, the structure of
authority and the flow of support are reversed
(Thomas and Balnaves 1993).

The clash of cultures
Studies of attitudes toward filial obligation among
families from different cultural groups in Australia
have found that Asian, Southern European and Mid-
dle Eastern people put more weight on all forms of
family responsibilities and obligation than those
from Western Europe and Anglo backgrounds 
(De Vaus 1996). Overseas research has uncovered
similar results: Lee and Liu (2001) looked at 
intergenerational family conflict and found Asian-
American college students reported the highest
likelihood of family conflict, compared with those of
Hispanic and European American backgrounds.

Older parents’ interpretation of filial duties has 
a surprising commonality across Southern Euro-
pean, Asian, African and Middle Eastern cultures
that demands near-absolute obedience and support
from children, and children’s respect for the dignity
of their elders. Such collectivist cultures also hold
in high importance the honour of the family, and
consider the family tradition as more important
than individual rights or happiness (Triandis 1994).

These values often do not fit comfortably where
adult children are striving to rear their own chil-
dren in an environment, which they believe the
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older members, but their grandchildren, likely to be
highly accustomed to the Western way of life, can
also experience stress (Tran 1990). 

On a positive note, there appear to be phases during
late adolescence and adulthood, when these same
grandchildren seek affirmation of their cultural her-
itage and family history, to which the grandparents are
able to contribute. When some grandparents are
involved in care giving, they can act as the “culture
keepers”. They influence the grandchildren’s beliefs,
as found in a study in the United States (Kopera-Fry
and Wiscott 2000) which confirms that minority
groups and females were more likely to engage in cul-
turally related activities. Liu and colleagues (2000)
studied filial piety obligations among young Chinese in
New Zealand and found social identifications as both a
New Zealander and as a Chinese were positive predic-
tors of filial piety obligations.

Batrouney and Stone (1998) examined the avail-
ability and dynamics of family support across a range of
Australian families to determine whether distinctive
patterns exist for families of non-English-speaking
backgrounds. They found similarity in attitudes, values
and experiences across families of all cultural groups.
However, parents from non-English-speaking back-
grounds were more likely to have their children living
nearby and to receive more financial support from
adult children. These families were also more likely to
have one parent, usually the mother, living with them. 

Families of non-English-speaking backgrounds
hold values which favour close interaction and
mutual assistance and, when possible, translate this
into practice within their extended families. How-
ever, a lack of resources often prevents them from
fully realising these values. 

A new conundrum? The changing 
role of women
A great conundrum for certain immigrants is that
they migrate to find a better life for themselves and
more importantly, for their children, but they fre-
quently bring with them to the new country a set of
attitudes and cultural orientations that may hinder
them from achieving their objectives. 

A simple example, which does not have a simple
solution, is the emphasis on gender equality, or at
least greater inhibition on expressing overt forms of
inequality and discrimination towards women. This
concept is often alien and incomprehensible to older
migrants. Where traditional cultural roles do not eas-
ily adjust to the Western host country, the consequent
stress fractures show up at several levels such as
domestic violence and increased rate of marital
break-up, as noted by Gold (1992) and Shepherd
(1992) in the context of families from Vietnam and
Laos in the United States. 

In traditional cultures, women often worked, but
predominantly in the confines of the non-cash, agri-
cultural economy, so their capacity to achieve
economic independence was severely circumscribed.
In the new countries, women’s employment 
creates ambivalence because the necessity of higher
household income and her consequent sense of inde-
pendence, are sometimes in conflict with traditional
roles. This has potential to be a substantial source 

older generation does not understand, and where
they are isolated by language and acculturation. 

The older generation often also seems to want to
establish, or live by, the traditional kinds of relation-
ships that exist (or existed) in the home country,
whereas the young cannot reconcile the values of tra-
ditional filial duties with the self-assertive culture of
the West, which is their future. 

Family dynamics 
It should be recognised that the great majority of
migrant parents will seldom be economically inde-
pendent in Australia: they will be subsidised either
by their children or by the taxpayer (Morrissey,
Mitchell and Stillson 1988). 

Newly arrived migrant parents often find the eco-
nomic circumstances of the host country create
conflict with which it is difficult for them to cope. If
their children are financially successful, they are
busy with their work, their own children’s activities,
and the need to support other family dependents. 
If the children are not financially successful, the par-
ents are both vulnerable and subject to distress over
whether they are a burden to the family and have
made poor decisions in migrating. 

Many older immigrants have left a lifestyle with
financial independence and social power, and now
instead are totally dependent upon their children,
especially if they are not eligible for government finan-
cial assistance. Having to ask their children for
assistance with such apparently minor needs as trans-
port to visit friends and money for postage stamps,
reduces the older person’s dignity and self-esteem. 

Older migrant parents often expect from their
children services that can be better fulfilled by pro-
fessionals, from transport and supply of meals to
personal care and nursing. Major discrepancies arise
between what the home culture traditionally
required of the roles of the older people, male and
female, and those available to them in the new coun-
try. Weinstein-Shr and Henkin (1991) found that
older migrants lacked familiarity and understanding
of both the language and the new culture. The out-
come was inevitable: the older parents were unable
to give advice and direction about matters with
which they were unfamiliar, or the advice they did
give was often inappropriate in the cultural circum-
stances of the new country. In the perceptions of
their children, their loss of credibility rebounded
adversely upon the traditional values and customs of
which the older generation saw itself as guardian.

For the older generation, satisfaction with their
lives in the new country is likely to be adversely
affected if they are dissatisfied with their relationships
with other family members, but the conditions which
might satisfy them may be beyond the abilities of the
other family members, more fully acculturated, to
give. The older generation often considers they have
fewer gains and greater losses than do their younger
family members (Yee 1992). 

It is common for three generations of migrant fam-
ilies to live under the one roof and sometimes in
crowded conditions, which is believed, in the general
case, to be inimical to life satisfaction and adjust-
ment. The levels of adjustment are lowest for the
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of conflict among recent immigrants in Australia, espe-
cially those from collectivistic cultures where a family
honour code exists and the conflict is both within and
across generations. 

In this context, it is instructive to consider Torres
(2001), who apparently had some difficulty in
recruiting subjects for a study of Iranian immigrants
into Sweden: her sample of 30 persons, of whom 22
held University qualifications and the rest held high
school diplomas, is clearly not representative. Even
within this highly educated sample, Torres (2001:
338) noted that “Iranians are . . . more traditionally
oriented than Swedes regarding gender appropriate
behaviours and roles”. 

In their traditional roles, male partners in families
tended to dominate what Kibria (1993) calls contacts
with societal systems (encompassing employers,
schools, health, legal and utilities suppliers, govern-
ment, and control over money). But in the new country,
as Johnson (1998: 249) acutely observed: “The men
decreased their traditional liaison with such institutions
but retained the pattern of not performing household
work”. The effect appears to disempower migrant men
but does not seem to empower migrant women. The
Johnson phenomenon is reported to generate stress for
the women as they deal with unaccustomed responsi-
bilities, increased workloads and conflict with their
husbands.  Simultaneously, it  undermines the role of
“the patriarch” and leaves him attempting to exercise
even tighter control over those things, usually domestic
relationships, where he retains authority. Immigrant
men in general, and older ones in particular, appear to

experience downward mobility in economic and social
terms for reasons which are well documented – age,
language, non-transferable skills and unrecognised
qualifications (Thomas and Balnaves 1993). 

While among Vietnamese, Lao and Hmong popu-
lations, early studies report that older women adapt
more positively to life in the new country than do
their male counterparts (Yee 1992), this may turn
out to be a short run phenomenon. That is, in the
short term, the women may have an affirmative role
in assisting in the house, such as cooking, child
minding and the like, in the support of other mem-
bers who go out to work. But in the longer term, these
women suffer isolation from lack of English language
skills, independent friendships and appropriate
responses to the new culture. Their children eventu-
ally achieve a degree of economic stability and their
grandchildren grow up: the evidence is not yet in on
the longer run. 

Language and communication
Difficulties in the acquisition of English at an advanced
age have been well documented. Tran (1990) reported
that many aged Vietnamese people had difficulty man-
aging everyday affairs in the new country because of
their English language problems. They do not have a

sufficient command of English to shop for food, to apply
for aid, and to contact police or other services when
needed. In an Australian study, Pittaway (1991) called
for special classes for older people because most are
years away from any structured learning experience
and some have little formal education even in their own
languages. Failure to learn English due to inappropriate
teaching methods also may reduce the older person’s
already low self-esteem and add to their social isolation
(Thomas and Balnaves 1993).

Difficulties in making new friends and language
problems contribute heavily to older immigrants’ social
isolation. Further, there is the problem of boredom
resulting from often having little to do if these migrants
arrive at an age too old for employment. This demoral-
ising problem applies particularly to the older men who
had previously had jobs with some status. 
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For many migrants, reversion to their first lan-
guage during old age creates communication
problems with younger members of their families. In
a study about adolescents’ relationship with their
grandparents, Thomas and Hallebone (1995) found
many young people reported their difficulty in get-
ting close to their grandparents who do not speak
English. However, communication can occur in other
forms: “She doesn’t know English and I don’t speak
Cantonese . . . we watch TV together” (p. 41) and
“My grandmother is a fantastic cook” (p. 31).

Mental health issues
Older immigrants are in double jeopardy because their
high risk for developing a mental disorder is coupled
with a low likelihood of their needs being catered for
(Jayasuria, Sang and Fielding 1992). Older immigrants
are vulnerable because they are usually more rooted in
their previous culture and sometimes give up any
attempt to acculturate, seeing it as a task of the younger
generation. Dependency and isolation have also been
identified as the most pressing problem of older
migrants, coupled with high rates of depression
(Thomas and Balnaves 1993).

The extent of the problem is not necessarily obvious
because it has been demonstrated that, at least among

Newly arrived migrant parents often find the economic circumstances of the host country create conflict with
which it is difficult for them to cope. If their children are financially successful, they are busy with their work,
their own children’s activities, and the need to support other family dependents.



(Thomas 1999b). Most carers believed that they would
be able to cope somehow, either by sharing the burden
among other members of the family or by relying on
employed helpers.

The tradition of caring for the elders in extended
families has been often promoted in the ethnic com-
munities and lauded as a desirable norm, despite
being recognised as a possible source of burden for
many migrant families. Research in the United States
confirms that, among families of ethnic minorities,
older parents are more likely to live with their chil-
dren (Glick and Hook 2002). Personality conflicts,
pressures from different priorities, and stress caused
by shortage of finance and time can create immense
difficulties for everyone, risking the development of
elder abuse. 

While the objective of the elderly living at home with
their children may be commendable and can be
assisted by policies such as the increased availability of
respite care or home visits by professionals, ethnic fam-
ilies should be given the choice of selecting the best
type of care for the ageing members of their families,
rather than trying to live up to unrealistic social expec-
tations. In societies where nursing homes do not exist,
or are unacceptable, the families had no choice but to
care for their older parents at home. They have choices
now, but in a study of 11 ethnic groups in Chicago as
long ago as 1988, the biggest single barrier to the older
person’s use of social services was a belief and expecta-
tion that their children would provide full support
(Chicago Department on Ageing and Disability 1988). 

Finally, it is often helpful for older migrants to visit
their old country. A return might help to ease their
homesickness, help them to realise that the idealised
old homeland has undergone significant changes,
and help them to remember why they left. They may
then be able to achieve contentment with their fam-
ilies and an appreciation of their new homeland
(Thomas and Balnaves 1993). 

Conclusion
It should be no surprise that there are many impedi-
ments to the happiness of those who migrate at an
advanced age, or growing old in a new country. Nev-
ertheless, many seem to manage it well. 

Lest it should appear that the experience of older
migrants is essentially negative, it should be noted that
there are also substantial gains for them and their fam-
ilies. Being close to their children is important to older
parents, and visa versa. Despite potential conflict over
cultural adjustments, older migrants often contribute
in a meaningful way to the household, and their grand-
children also come to value their heritage preserved by
the older members. 

Valuable support for the wellbeing of older
migrants is to be found in the size of the ethnic com-
munity to which they belong – as the community
becomes larger and better established, it provides a
wider social milieu and can provide support services
for its older members. 

A policy implication arises from this observation.
Newer groups may require some services funded by
the wider society until their own community is able
to handle the task. The so-called “ghetto effect” of
new migrant communities is potentially a positive

immigrants from South East Asia, symptoms of poor
mental health are not readily reported. They tend to
complain of physical symptoms and bodily discomforts
such as skin problems in lieu of psychological symp-
toms. It is sometimes difficult for medical practitioners
to recognise the denial of existing problems and differ-
ent expressions of depression. For example, complaints
about the cold weather are a frequent expression of feel-
ings of despair. The process of seeking help and comfort
is exacerbated when the older person is reliant upon a
family member to translate. By the time mental health
problems are eventually recognised within the family
and reported, the conditions are often at an advanced
stage (Tung 1985).

There is a risk of creating stereotypes for commu-
nities that might, in the Western context, experience
adjustment difficulties. For instance, in a culture that
has been emphasising youth values, there has been
some idealisation of societies in which the elders are
seen as the source of experience and wisdom. Such
societies belong to an era where life was short and
harsh, so that the inhabitants reached the end of their
lives before they reached the end of their faculties:
“the elders” were, chronologically, what we would now
call middle aged. Chenoweth and Burdick (2001: 21)
report that: “Some older refugees are surprised to
learn that they are not considered old by their new
country’s standards, and they are expected . . . to work
and be self sufficient. . . . In other cultures, people in
their fifties are considered elderly.”

Old age can bring psychopathology and distress to
the migrants who entered Australia as refugees or asy-
lum seekers and have experienced significant past
trauma due to war, violence, hardship in refugee camps,
death or disappearance of loved ones, and family sepa-
ration. Studies of older trauma survivors have
confirmed that they experience intrusive memories of
the trauma and are vulnerable to post traumatic stress
disorders (Kahana 1992). Increased incidence of
chronic illnesses and a growing awareness of nearness
to death may act as reminders of the severe assault on
the self caused by earlier trauma. Development of effec-
tive therapy programs are needed for this particular
group of older people and their families.

Caring for the aged
In Australia, the expectation of being cared for at home
during the last years of their lives is particularly com-
mon among older migrants. Older migrants expect to be
cared for by their families instead of being cared for in
nursing homes. Many came to Australia from countries
where homes for older people either do not exist or are
of such poor quality that placing one’s parents in them is
equivalent to institutionalising them like orphans or the
mentally unsound. Of course, many native-born Aus-
tralians also have an unfavourable view of modern
nursing homes (Thomas 1991). 

In a study where children of older Vietnamese
migrants were interviewed about their intentions
regarding caring for their parents when the latter
became frail or sick to the extent that much nursing
care would be required, participants expressed much
confusion and uncertainty. Most were adamant that
they would not send their parents to nursing homes
but many were not willing to leave their jobs either
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benefit to the older members as this is where older
people could find people of common cultural values
and friendship without language barriers.

It seems we have allowed the focus of research to
move too intensely to questions about “what are the
problems of migrating?” without balancing the equa-
tion with the question of “what are the problems of
family separation caused by migration?” Many of the
negativities that show up in research are often asso-
ciated with the older migrants attempting, with
greater or lesser degrees of success, to adhere to their
cultures of origin.  

The lesson may be that life in the old country has its
attractions, and so does life in the new. Having chosen
to migrate, what was familiar is replaced by many
things that are not. Under these circumstances, some
sense of loss is normal, but that loss is, hopefully, more
than compensated for by family, material benefit, good
health care, and the personal factors that motivated
the migration in the first place. 
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caused by declining mortality. Structural
ageing is the increase in the proportion
of elderly, primarily the result of declin-
ing fertility. The difference between
structural ageing and numerical ageing is
important in terms of policy, because
each will affect governments in different
ways. For example, numerical ageing will
drive up the demand for, and cost of, gov-
ernment payments and services, while
structural ageing will constrain the abil-
ity of governments to meet the increased
demand (Jackson 2001: 3). 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS
2003d) population projections indicate
that while the Australian population is
expected to continue to grow between
the years 2002 and 2052, growth will be
among the mature and older age groups.
The main driver of future population
trends will be the “ageing” of the large
baby boomer group and the fact they are
expected to have longer lives. The num-
ber of very old, those aged 80 and over,
will increase substantially. A detailed dis-
cussion of these trends is presented in Weston, Qu and
Soriano in this edition of Family Matters.

Demographic trends are seeing an increasing number of
Australians having children at older ages than in the past.
The ABS (ABS 2003a) reports that the proportion of couple
families with children where the household reference per-
son is aged 45–49 has increased from 13 per cent in 1986
to 16 per cent in 2001. In contrast, the proportion of cou-
ple families with children where the household reference

he ageing of Australia’s population has received
considerable attention in recent times as the
social and economic implications of a changing
population structure are more fully appreciated.
Projections based on current trends indicate that

the proportion of older people will grow substantially in
coming decades, while the proportion of people of work-
force age and younger will diminish. The only notable
exception is for Indigenous Australians, who have a
“young” population structure and a growing proportion of
those of workforce age, mostly caused by high fertility
rates and much lower life expectancy than for the total
Australian population (ABS 2002a). 

Much of the focus of public debate has been on work-
force and budgetary issues, and the policy responses
required to manage the potential challenges. What the
population changes mean for families has received less
attention, although a range of recent papers and submis-
sions prepared by the Department of Family and
Community Services (FaCS) have sought to highlight the
social impacts on families of population ageing. 

Families have a central place in the population ageing
debate, and the role they play and the challenges they face
in the changing social and economic circumstances is the
focus of this article.

Population and family trends
Fertility is falling as families are having fewer children and
they are having them later in life. Life expectancy is also
increasing. These phenomena are causing the Australian
population to age. 

There are two drivers of population ageing: numerical
ageing and structural ageing. Numerical ageing is the
absolute increase in the number of older people, primarily
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person is aged less than 35 fell from 29 per cent to 20 per
cent. (A household reference person is the person listed
first on the ABS Census form, or, if this person is not the
most suitable, is assigned based on age, marital status and
relationship considerations.)

The changes will impact on the ability of people to save
and to work, and will affect their savings needs. It is not
safe to assume people in mature age will be “free” to save
for their retirement – they may still have other family sup-

port obligations. The extent to which mature age people
with dependent children are receiving family payments in
the form of Family Tax Benefit (FTB) is shown in Figure 1.
The Figure shows that in June 2002, 14.1 per cent of the
Australian population aged 45–49 years were receiving a
FTB payment, which is almost the same as the proportion
aged 25–29 who are FTB recipients (16.4 per cent). 

These demographic trends create both challenges and
opportunities for families.
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Fertility is falling as families are having fewer children and they are having them later in life. Life expectancy is also increasing.
These phenomena are causing the Australian population to age.



people. The age dependency ratio (the proportion of peo-
ple aged 65 and over relative to people aged 15–64) is
currently about 5.3 people of workforce age for every per-
son aged 65 and over. By 2043, it is projected that there
will be about 2.3 people of workforce age for every person
aged 65 and over (ABS 2003d). This will, other things being
equal, slow economic growth and therefore constrain gov-
ernments’ capacity to fund additional services. 

As the proportion of the Australian population that is
older grows so does the proportion of adults requiring care.
In addition, the trend towards having children at older
ages will feed eventual dual care responsibility where par-
ents have caring responsibilities for both their younger
children and their elderly parents.

While it will be important to encourage people of work-
force age to stay attached to the labour market, making it
possible to combine work and family responsibilities will
be critical, not only in helping to ensure fertility does not
fall significantly further, but also to keeping mothers and
mature age workers engaged in the labour market.

Another challenge posed by population trends will be to
address the supply and demand for the community service
providers in the areas of: child care, child protection and
youth justice; and community services for: seniors, resi-
dential, housing, child health and development, disability
and out-of-home care.

The Department of Family and Community Services
endorses a life cycle approach to responding to the chal-
lenges of population ageing. The answer to addressing the
policy challenges goes beyond focusing on the aged. As
highlighted in a FaCS presentation to the 4th International
Research Conference on Social Security: “Structural age-
ing of the population is the most significant systemic
change affecting a wide range of policy settings that impact
economically and socially on young people, families, peo-
ple of working age, and those entering retirement and old
age. It carries both risks and opportunities for family for-
mation, fertility, care and social participation. Taking a
lifecycle approach to structural ageing leads policy makers
to develop multi-faceted responses that take account of the
complex interactions between, for example, nurturing the
young, whilst simultaneously taking care of the old. Retire-
ment is also now viewed in lifecycle terms – as a transition
in a working trajectory. It also seeks to place in context the
role that government might play alongside the role of indi-
viduals and their families and the important roles of
business and the wider community” (Jackson 2003: 4). 

Current labour force trends
A number of labour force trends in Australia are cause for
concern: many OECD countries have substantially higher
participation rates for both men and women aged 25–54
years than Australia does; female participation rates are well
below those of males, reflecting time out of the workforce
due to parenting and caring responsibilities; migrants have
lower participation rates; there is a trend for people to with-
draw from the workforce early; participation declines
markedly with age; and many mature aged workers face
involuntary retirement (Jackson 2003). 

Australia’s participation rates for mature age people (55–64
years) are also below the OECD average for both men and
women. Only 61 per cent of men aged 55–64 are employed:
by 2011 this age group is expected to comprise 17.8 per cent
of all working age men. Currently 40.8 per cent of women
aged 55–64 are employed: by 2011 this age group is expected
to comprise 18.2 per cent of all working age women. As the

Social and economic challenges

It is well known that population ageing creates challenges
for our society. In a recent address, the Prime Minister,
speaking at the Symposium on Mature Age Employment
said, in response to the ageing of Australia’s population,
“Overwhelmingly, the answer has to be found in increasing
workforce participation rates and, overwhelmingly, the
obvious place to start regarding that is at the mature end of
the workforce” (Howard 2003). Ken Henry, Secretary to
the Treasury, in his address to the Melbourne Institute in
February 2003, highlighted the need for participation to
improve: “For 30 of the last 40 years, our principal macro-
economic challenge concerned the unemployment rate.
For all of the next 40, our principal economic challenge
will be the participation rate” (Henry 2003). 

The structure of the population directly impacts on the
structure of the labour force. It is projected by the Retire-
ment Income Modelling Unit of Commonwealth Treasury
(Gallagher 2002) that, while the labour force will continue to
increase, growth of the population of workforce age (15 to 64
years) will dramatically slow over the next 50 years. By the
2040s decade, growth in the number of people of workforce
age is projected to be less than the growth experienced in the
year 2000 alone – in 2000, growth was 146,000, in the 2040s
decade it is projected to be 50,000 (Gallagher 2002). In addi-
tion, ABS (2003a) population projections assume that
between 2001 and 2051, more than 90 per cent of workforce
growth will be in the mature age groups (aged 45–64 years). 

In short, there will be a smaller proportion of people of
workforce age to support an increasing proportion of older
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population ages, mature age workers will form an increasing
proportion of the workforce, and it is in this group in particu-
lar that participation rates need to increase. Another concern
is the fact that lone-parent families represent 68 per cent of
jobless families. (Jackson 2003 and ABS 2003c).

However, there are also some promising trends emerg-
ing. Female participation rates have significantly increased
in recent decades, and the proportion of mature aged peo-
ple (55–64 years) in employment has also increased,
particularly women, to some extent due to increases in the
level of part-time work. (ABS 1999 and ABS 2002c)

The challenge will be to:
boost the participation rate of
mature age people; boost the
participation rate of mothers;

boost the participation rate of sole parents; and maintain
fertility to prevent further significant declines, which may
otherwise put population at risk beyond 40 years (Jackson
2003).

Social policy challenges
Some of the social implications of population ageing on
families are identified in the FaCS (2002) Submission to
the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Age-
ing “Inquiry into long-term strategies to address the
ageing of the Australian population over the next 40
years”, of December 2002: 

• Demographic compression: This occurs when key life
events such as finding a partner, delayed birth of chil-
dren, home purchase, and caring for parents, become
compressed into a shorter space of the overall life cycle,
placing greater demands on families. As noted, many
mature age people still in the child rearing years may
also face the caring needs of their parents. 

• Pressures on family formation, stability and fertility:
Key contributing factors include: the need for longer peri-
ods of education to prepare for entering a more
highly-skilled labour market; the converging aspirations of
both women and men to establish a career before having
a family; the costs of housing and childrearing; longer peri-
ods before attaining the employment security and stability
desirable to having children; and problems in balancing
the achievement of work and family goals.

• Social participation and wellbeing: Demographic
change highlights the following issues. Although most
older people have active lives, there is a risk that the
number (if not the proportion) of older people experi-
encing social isolation will increase with the growth of
older age cohorts. A larger number of older Australians
are likely to seek opportunities for volunteering. Older
Australians prefer to “age in place”, but for people who do
wish to move, high transaction costs and planning con-
straints may inhibit moving to more suitable housing.
And shorter life expectancy and health problems impair
the wellbeing of Indigenous Australians, and reduce eco-
nomic participation and access to retirement savings.

Broad family caring obligations

Mature age people may increasingly find themselves in the
position of having to work to meet financial obligations, to
accumulate funds for their future retirement, and to care
for their children or grandchildren and possibly their par-
ents. Weston, Qu and Soriano (2001: 5) discuss this
multigenerational aspect of caring, and the possible con-
straints on capacity to provide care: “With delays in
childbearing and increased life expectancy of their par-
ents, those most likely to be facing multigenerational

responsibilities in the future may be older than the current
cohort experiencing this situation – and perhaps be less
able to provide practical assistance for health reasons or
because of extended paid work commitments.” We can
expect this pressure on mature age people to increase as
the population ages (Jackson 2003: 14). These changes
will place further pressures on families as they seek to bal-
ance work, child-rearing and caring responsibilities.  

Demographic changes will potentially have an impact on
caring trends. For instance, increases in life expectancy and
an associated increase in the incidence of people with a dis-
ability, and the tendency for people to age in place, may have
an impact on the caring responsibilities of family members.
In addition, ageing carers of disabled adult children, once
frail will themselves require dual care for themselves and
their disabled children. This will potentially result in an
increase in the demand for accommodation and alternative
support for people requiring care. The workforce aspirations
of women, who have traditionally played a significant caring
role, will also affect caring trends.

In 1998, there were 2.3 million carers, both primary and
non-primary carers. They provide care for children, part-
ners, parents or others in need of care. More than half (1.2
million) were aged 45 and over (ABS 1998). Predomi-
nantly, older carers provide care to partners. Fifty-nine
per cent of carers combine their caring role with paid
work, the majority of which is full-time work. Most carers
are in older working age groups (Jackson 2003: 14).

FaCS has seen a steady increase in the number of people
receiving Carer Payment, who, because of their caring
responsibilities, are unable to undertake substantial work-
force participation. Significant increases have been recorded
in the number of carers aged 40–49 and 50–59 years. As
noted earlier, a significant number of people aged 40–49 have
children. As at 2002, 0.62 per cent of all people aged 40–49,
and 1.1 per cent of all people aged 50–59, were receiving
Carer Payment. This is in some part due to demographic
changes. Figure 2 illustrates this trend over the last decade. 

As highlighted in an earlier FaCS paper (Wallace-Green
2003: 12): “The extent to which this trend continues, both
in the FaCS customer population and the wider popula-
tion, will depend on changes in other areas. For example,
a fertility rate below replacement rate will mean that many
individuals will enter old age without having the family
support options available to those with children. In addi-
tion, increased workforce participation may diminish the
number of carers available.” 
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Mature age people may increasingly find themselves in the position of having to work to
meet financial obligations, to accumulate funds for their future retirement, and to care for
their children or grandchildren and possibly their parents.
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As discussed, the Department of Fam-
ily and Community Services endorses

a life cycle approach to responding to the challenges of pop-
ulation ageing. The following discussion focuses on four key
issues: first, the importance of increasing the opportunities
for economic participation; second, consolidating retire-
ment incomes; third, supporting family formation and
resilience; and fourth, responding to ageing communities.

1. Increasing the opportunities for 
economic participation 

Despite recent economic growth, welfare dependence is
increasing among people of working age. Without further
action the number would be likely to continue growing in
the coming decade. A number of measures recently imple-
mented through Australians Working Together aim to
forestall that growth, and improve the current relatively
low rates of labour market participation among mature age
people, women (particularly lone parents), people with dis-
abilities, and jobless families. 

The priority for Australian welfare policy is to maximise
opportunities for individual economic participation

High levels of welfare dependence have significant eco-
nomic and social costs for individuals, families and their
communities. As part of the long-term process of welfare
reform in Australia, the system has moved beyond the pas-
sivity of automatic payment of income support to a much
more active and integrated policy approach which seeks to
encourage and support people to participate in the life of
the community through paid work, according to their
capacity and potential.

A number of further strategies will also complement the
welfare reform agenda by supporting economic and social
participation. These include:

• Promoting family stability by reducing the incidence of
jobless families particularly jobless couple families.
Early intervention for children will also increase future
rates of workforce participation and productivity.

• Social partnerships with community and business:
These will create opportunities for people to participate
both economically and socially. Employers who adopt
more flexible employment, retention and recruitment
practices that provide more opportunities for participa-
tion by an ageing workforce may derive substantial
competitive advantage in the labour market.

• Lifelong learning: This will ensure sufficient education
and learning opportunities are available over longer
working lives to support adjustment to changing labour
markets and continued social participation.

2. Consolidating retirement incomes 

This section provides an overview of Australia’s retirement
income system; identifies people at risk of lower retire-
ment incomes; and outlines current strategies and
potential future directions.

Australia’s comprehensive “three-pillar” approach to
retirement incomes is cost-effective and sustainable by
international standards

Australia has a retirement income system directed towards
facilitating adequate retirement income outcomes. It con-
sists of three components, or “pillars”: one, age and service
pension payments targeted through the income and assets
tests (the means test); two, compulsory employer contri-
butions through the Superannuation Guarantee; and
three, voluntary superannuation and other private savings,
including home ownership.

As at June 2003, around 80 per cent of people aged 65
and over received the Age Pension, Service Pension or 
other income support supplement. The retirement income
system will evolve substantially in coming decades. By 2050,
with a fully mature Superannuation Guarantee, it is
expected that no more than 75 per cent of people aged 65 
or over will receive Age/Service Pension or Income Support
Supplement. Currently, just over half of the population 
aged over Age Pension age receive maximum rate Age 
Pension or Service Pension, and about 30 per cent receive 
a part pension. By 2050, one-third of the population over
Age Pension age is expected to receive maximum pension,
and about 40 per cent will receive a part pension (Treasury
2002). In other words, the majority of older Australians 
will still rely on Age Pension for a significant part of their
income.

Earnings may also supplement retirement incomes for
those people who can and wish to work, either on a part-
time or casual basis, after retirement age, constituting a
potential “fourth pillar” in the retirement income system.

Strategies to enable people to maintain labour force
attachment are likely to represent a critical future policy
response to structural ageing of the population.

Women, and people who withdraw prematurely from the
labour market, face lower retirement incomes

The capacity of people to accumulate retirement savings
depends on the period over which they have earned
income and the level of their income (which determines
superannuation contributions and how much they 
can save per annum). While retirement savings are gener-
ally increasing through rising superannuation coverage,
two groups stand out as being less able to prepare for
retirement. 

The first group is women. Many women have had inter-
rupted workforce participation due to childbearing and
caring responsibilities, or have been working part-time,
and therefore have had less opportunity to accumulate
superannuation or other savings.

The second group is older people of working-age.
Although the participation rate of older people is rising, it
can be particularly difficult for those who lose a job to find
employment. Some older workers are also vulnerable to
incentives and pressure to take early retirement.

Other factors also influence levels of retirement 
preparation:

• Family breakdown can diminish wealth and result in
some parents relying for long periods on income support
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(particularly Parenting Payment) while they raise chil-
dren, reducing their capacity to save for retirement and
their ability to compete in the labour market.

• Household savings: while Australia’s household sector
net saving, relative to GDP, generally increased from
1959–1960 to 1974–1975, it has subsequently declined
from a high of 11.1 per cent in 1974–1975 to 2.5 per
cent (or $16.9 billion) in 2000–2001 (FaCS 2003: 16).

• Constraints on superannuation saving: inability or
disincentives for individuals and employers to continue
making superannuation contributions past a certain
age.

• Community attitudes: changing community attitudes
to retirement have seen increasing numbers of people
commencing retirement in their mid-50s. This
increases the period of retirement their savings must
fund. Longer periods in retirement will see a higher pro-
portion of people starting retirement as self-funded
retirees and coming onto Age Pension later in life.

Future policies may also need to address attitudinal and
other reasons driving early retirement trends. The ABS
survey on retirement and retirement intentions (1998)
illustrates the reasons for mature age persons leaving 
the labour market. These data suggest that significant
causes of involuntary early withdrawal from labour 
force participation include ill health and injury, and
retrenchment. Common reasons for voluntary cessation 
of work include beliefs about age (for example, “too 
old”); reaching compulsory retirement age; and caring
responsibilities.

Potential future directions
While many mature age people not participating in the
workforce contribute to society in other ways, such as
through caring and volunteering, measures to enhance
greater workforce participation into the future for these
people is likely to represent a critical plank in Australia’s
overall policy response to structural ageing, including:

• Promoting transitional retirement: this could enable
people to combine some workforce participation with
other responsibilities and interests. Phased or transi-
tional retirement allows for a gradual transition from
full-time work to no paid work, providing flexibility to
accommodate other responsibilities or interests, for
example, caring responsibilities and volunteering.
There is also potential for retirement incomes to be sup-
plemented by earnings for those people who can and
wish to work beyond Age Pension age, perhaps on a
part-time or casual basis.

• Attitudinal change: promoting greater awareness 
among employers and the broader community of the
knowledge and skills of older workers, as well as assessing
and reviewing policies that either support early with-
drawal from the labour market or prevent phased
retirement.

3. Supporting family formation and resilience

International evidence suggests that higher labour force
participation need not be incompatible with higher fertility
and family formation, providing the right mix of policies is
in place to support parents’ work and family choices. 
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Increasingly, both social policy and workplace policy 
must help families to manage the tension between family
formation and workforce participation

Ameliorating the impacts of structural ageing will depend not
only on the proportion of people participating in the labour
market, but also on the productive capacity of those people.
Improving work and family balance will increase social well-
being by ensuring that people in their most productive years
can deal more effectively with their roles as parent, employee
and socially participating citizen. They will thereby be able to
pursue relationships that sustain not just the economy, but
families, communities and society generally. 

Future assistance to families would seek to further
ensure that:

• the decision to have children does not lead to marginal-
isation from the labour force;

• transitions between paid work and childbearing are
smoother;

• families are able to create an environment conducive to
child development and wellbeing;

• pressures of balancing work and family do not impact
on relationship stability;

• the needs of people with multiple caring responsibilities
are addressed; and

• the total fertility rate is not further significantly reduced.

Reducing work-life conflict is particularly important in the
light of compelling evidence of the importance of the early
years of a child’s life in shaping lifelong outcomes

Strategies that reduce barriers to having and raising chil-
dren provide an important contribution to the reduction of
structural ageing in the long-term. Achieving better work
and family balance and improving early childhood experi-
ences will require continuing engagement of community,
business and government.

4. Responding to ageing communities 

One risk of structural ageing is an increasing number of
older people experiencing social isolation

Although most older Australians lead active, busy lives,
numerical ageing is likely to increase the number (if not
the proportion) of older people experiencing social isola-
tion and loneliness. Major life events – such as retirement
from paid work, moving house, a major illness or caring for
an ill person, and bereavement – may contribute to isola-
tion or reduce an older person’s ability to join social
activities. Women may be more likely to experience isola-
tion given their propensity to live longer than men. 

Other issues that may contribute to social isolation may
include lack of awareness of information about community
services, and cultural and/or religious or language barriers.
Around one in five older Australians were born in a non-
English-speaking country, and a proportion are unable to
communicate effectively in English (Jackson 2001). The
number of older people born in non-English-speaking
countries will grow in coming decades as today’s working-
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age cohorts, with higher concentrations of people born
overseas, move into older age.

Structural ageing is likely to increase the number of older
people wishing to participate in volunteering

Community and non-profit organisations often recognise
and use the knowledge, skill and wisdom of older people
(see also deVaus, Gray and Stanton in this edition of 
Family Matters). In 2000, around 528,100 people over the
age of 65 undertook volunteer work. Older Australians
have made important contributions to the community and
welfare, religious and health sectors (FaCS 2003). In par-
ticular, education, training and youth mentoring may
provide opportunities for fostering intergenerational link-
ages, where the life skills of older people can be shared
with younger generations.

While people in all age groups are participating more
often in volunteer services, the number of older volunteers
will also increase due to the growth of older cohorts.
Increased social participation among older Australians has
the potential to strengthen communities and reduce the
risk of isolation for older people.

Home ownership increases with age and reduces recurrent
expenses for older people

The tenure of households is strongly related to life cycle
stages, generally following a pattern of renting in early adult-
hood, moving to home purchase and mortgages as
partnerships are formed and children are born, and owning
the home outright in older age. High levels of home owner-
ship among older Australians provide low recurrent cost
housing, resulting in better retirement incomes for the aged
with relatively lower income support needs (ABS 1999a).

However, some older people in private rental do have rel-
atively high recurrent costs. According to FaCS research,
6.4 per cent of elderly couple households, and 9.5 per cent
of elderly single households, pay more than 30 per cent of
their income in private rental costs. Older people comprise
a large share of public housing tenants with almost 152,000
older people in public rental housing in 1999. Government
subsidisation of rental costs alleviates some of the financial
pressures for people with lower incomes.

There are concerns that home ownership will decline 
into the future, but this trend is uncertain and remains 
too early to call

The decline in home ownership has been most marked in
the 25–34 year and 35–44 year age groups, with declines of
close to nine and eight percentage points respectively from
1988 to 1997–1998. This trend has been related to a host
of broader social and economic trends including younger
people staying in education longer, delaying marriage, and
having their first child later in life. 

However, analysis by Mudd et al. (1999) suggests that
home ownership rates of different age cohorts tend to 
converge as each cohort ages. In other words, at later 
ages the gaps in the rate of home ownership narrow as
younger cohorts begin to “catch up” with older cohorts.
For these reasons, and the relatively simplistic nature of
much of the modelling which suggests longer-term declines
in home ownership, FaCS considers that claims of a crisis
in home ownership are not sustained, in particular in the
light of the strong recent growth in first homebuyers.

Nonetheless, it will remain important for policy makers to
monitor these trends into the future, as this may have
implications for future retirement security and demand
for public and private rental housing.

Older people wish to “age in place” but can find obstacles
if they decide to move

Research by the Australian Institute of Family Studies
(Winter 1999) highlights that older Australians have gen-
erally shown a strong preference to remain in their homes
and to “age in place”. While older Australians generally
want to retain their housing, there are also factors which
prevent older people who wish to move from doing so. 

On of these factors is the lack of flexibility, especially 
at a state/local government level with, for example, plan-
ning regulations that limit the type of housing that may be
constructed. Another factor is the cost of transactions such
as stamp duty on property transfers, which make moving
to more suitable housing more expensive; home buyers
may pay between $2,900 to $15,000 in stamp duties on the
purchase of a median priced house.

Structural ageing will drive changes in the housing 
market to better suit older people

The right type of housing may become an increasingly
important element of maximizing independence as people
grow old. As noted by a range of commentators (for 
example, Kendig 1999), the building and construction
industry may find a growing market in supplying housing
that can be adapted to support a person throughout the life
cycle. There may also be increasing demands for the pro-
vision of innovative housing solutions such as “cluster
housing”, which provides independent stand-alone units
supported by a network of domiciliary services and shared
communal facilities.

Current policy strategies

Older Australians have been identified as a key target group
for the Stronger Families and Communities Strategy

In response to the social and economic effects of ageing,
the Australian Government’s Stronger Families and Com-
munities Strategy seeks to encourage older people to
remain engaged in the community by funding projects
such as community gardens and volunteering. It seeks 
to ensure the provision of care between generations by
funding projects that support grandparents who have 
caring responsibilities, including in Indigenous communi-
ties. And the strategy seeks to build social capital by
supporting projects that bring community members
together to identify local solutions to local issues, and by
investing in leadership activities targeting non-traditional
leaders such as older women.

Current policy developments: housing
The Commonwealth-State Housing Agreement (CSHA) pro-
vides funding to assist those whose needs for appropriate
housing cannot be met by the private market. The 
key areas of focus under the current CSHA include structural
ageing. The Commonwealth Rental Assistance program is a
non-taxable income supplement payment added on to the
pension, allowance or benefit of eligible income support cus-
tomers, including older people who rent in the private rental



market. The Australian Government provides funding for
the Supported Accommodation Assistance Program, which
provides support accommodation services to the homeless,
including older Australians.

Owner-occupied housing is treated favourably by the
tax and social security systems.

Potential future directions

The key to meeting the housing
needs of older people in the future
relates to choice and ability to
change dwellings, affordability and

adaptability. Collaboration between government, the private
sector and the community sector will be important. A range
of possible policy interventions could be made including:

• adaptable housing: a greater focus on innovative hous-
ing services, which can more easily meet the aspirations
of older people to “age in place”;

• using home equity: initiatives to allow aged homeowners
to access the equity in their home, and which overcome
previous low rates of acceptance of such products; and

• reducing costs: including transaction, conveyancing duty
and other costs associated with moving house to meet
changing life cycle circumstances including older age.

Conclusions

Demographic change will further reinforce the importance
of family structures in the context of the economic and
social challenges Australia will face. In particular, increas-
ing workforce participation is necessary to help Australia
to boost economic growth and manage the impacts of
demographic change. It will be important to ensure that
policies that support work and family balance contribute
to put a “floor” under current fertility levels so they do not
fall significantly further. 

Further research is needed to enhance understanding of
the emerging and future needs of families, but in the mean-
time it is clear that Australian families will need support 
to be able to balance workforce participation and caring
obligations, and that policy responses will need to recog-
nise that caring obligations will be diverse. 
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O P I N I O N

N o one knows how many grandparents are raising grandchildren in Australia
today. In its June 2003 Family Characteristics Survey, the Australian Bureau
of Statistics included specific questions about each child and its relationship to

the male and female parent, guardian or primary carer in the household, with
“grandchild” being one of the categories. These data will be available in March 2004.
However, as evident from a range of sources, it is likely that in Australia the number
of grandparents raising grandchildren is growing in line with international trends. 

According to the United States Census 2000 Supplementary Survey, the number 
of children being raised by grandparents in the United States had increased by 
78 per cent over the past decade. Between 2.3 and 2.4 million grandparents have 
primary responsibility for the care and upbringing of 4.5 million grandchildren
(Hayslip and Patrick 2003: xi). Most developed countries are experiencing this 
trend. In the United Kingdom, for example, while authorities do not know the total
number of children being brought up by a relative or friend, information from the
British Social Attitudes Survey for 2001 and 1988 suggests that there are around
100,000 children under the age of 13 years living with a grandparent (Richards and
Tapsfield 2003: 5).

The study
In order to explore grandparents’ experiences of raising their grandchildren, COTA
National Seniors conducted the Grandparents Raising Grandchildren Study. Vari-
ous methods were used to identify grandparents, including existing grandparenting
and seniors groups, local papers, radio interviews, and community newsletters. In
addition, many grandparents mentioned that the ABC TV program, Australian
Story, about the former New South Wales Police Commissioner and his wife raising
their three grandchildren, which coincided with the study, made it easier for them
to come forward.

Between February and June 2003, a total of 499 grandparents (63 per cent of 
them couples) raising 548 grandchildren participated in the project, making up 308
grandparent-headed families. Sixty-eight per cent of all grandparents were aged 55
years or older, the eldest being 82 years (raising three teenagers aged 13, 15 and 17
on her own). 

Of the grandchildren, 53 per cent were under ten years of age, the youngest being
just 12 weeks old. Just over half of the grandparents were raising two or more grand-
children, with some having up to six children in their care.

Grandparents attended one of 22 workshops and forums in Queensland, New South
Wales, Victoria, South Australia and Western Australia. Grandparents also com-
pleted 110 individual responses, mainly in writing but also by telephone and email,
answering the same set of questions posed at the workshops. At the same time, the
Tasmanian Parliament (2003) conducted an inquiry and in May published its Report
on Issues Relating to Custodial Grandparents.

All the workshops followed the same format to address three main questions:

• Out of your experiences, tell us about the issues you have encountered,
particularly relating to: legal matters; financial issues; parenting your
grandchildren; any other – for example, services for children, respite,
child care. These issues may arise in the immediate every day, medium
term and long term.

• Tell us how you are dealing with these issues.

• Tell us what would help you deal with these issues more effectively.

Grandparents’raising grandchildren – 
a new class of disadvantaged Australians

The rapidly changing nature of

family and society is underscored

by the rapid growth of a new

group in society whose members

are slipping through the social

safety net – grandparents who

are substantially responsible for

raising their grandchildren.

In the main, this caring role has

been thrust upon them by the

inability of their own children to

care for their offspring, often

due to substance abuse.

In February 2003, the Federal

Minister for Children and Youth

Affairs, the Hon Larry Anthony

asked COTA* National Seniors to

talk to grandparents responsible

for raising their grandchildren

about: their existing support

mechanisms; what additional

support they may require; the

financial and legal issues they

may be facing; and any concerns

they may have about the

wellbeing of their grandchildren.

This paper discusses some of the

findings of that study.

M A R G OT  F I T Z PAT R I C K  A N D  PAT R I C I A  R E E V E

* COTA stands for Councils on the Ageing.
COTA National Seniors is a partnership
between the State and Territory Councils
on the Ageing, COTA Australia, and
National Seniors Association.



The workshops were designed to allow as much time as
possible for small group discussion of the grandparents’
issues and concerns. Information about Centrelink pay-
ments and local services and support was provided at each
workshop. 

Given the recruitment methods that were chosen, and the
focus of the study on the issues faced by grandparents, it is
likely that grandparents who are experiencing few difficul-
ties in raising their grandchildren were under-represented
in the sample. Further, the material gathered focused on
the problems more than the rewards of grandparenting.
Nevertheless, the data clearly identify serious issues faced
by a significant number of grandparents.

Many grandparents spoke for the first time and with great
emotion about their situation, and found support
from others with similar stories. They obtained useful
information about assistance available. Grandparents
made contact with each other and talked of joining a
support group, or of setting up new groups.

“I can’t describe the horror I felt at the abuse of my grandchil-
dren or my fear for their safety. I had to deal with police and
welfare departments and all sorts of people outside my realm
of experience. My life was turned upside down and changed
forever. All because my son at a vulnerable time in his life was
attracted to a person totally unsuitable as a partner, for all the
wrong reasons! I’ve lost my health,my job,my partner and years
of my life. Thankfully, I’ve retained my sanity and sense of
humour.”(Grandmother aged 52, raising grandchild aged 13)

How the children came into the care 
of their grandparents
For all the stories told by grandparents, there are
broadly three arrangements by which the grand-
children come into and remain in the care of grandparents: 

• Commonwealth Family Law: parenting orders result
from a hearing before the Family Court or Federal Mag-
istrates Court. Support for grandparents raising
grandchildren in these circumstances is limited to Fam-
ily Tax Benefits and any other means tested pension or
benefit they may be eligible for through Centrelink and
Child Support Agency payments if such apply.

• State legislation: designed for the protection of children
and young people. On application from the child pro-
tection authorities, the Children’s Court (however
styled in each State) may make a range of protective
orders to provide a legally sanctioned mandate for child
protection services to work with the family. 

• Informal arrangements: which may or may not have the
agreement of the parents, and may or may not be with the
involvement of the State child protection authorities.

Among the most significant of a number of underlying fac-
tors that impact on the transfer of the care of children
from parent to grandparent is children’s exposure to
parental drug abuse which may damage the psychosocial
development of children more than any other develop-
mental area. It affects the way these children interact,
think and feel about themselves, others and society. The
literature indicates children may develop anti-social
behaviour, hostility, depression, and a wide range of other
stress related difficulties (Patton 2003: 7-8). 

Another major factor is that children may be wrongly
diagnosed with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder

after exposure to a drug-using lifestyle when increasing
evidence suggests that the children may actually be suffer-
ing from post-traumatic stress disorder (Patton 2003: 8).

In essence, these children were emotionally – and some-
times intellectually and physically – damaged from their
experiences of abuse and neglect, and exposure to their
parents’ drug using. Many children have experienced pro-
longed family violence, including an alarming number
whose mothers have been killed by their partners. 

Study findings
Several major issues emerged from the Grandparents
Raising Grandchildren Study. These included legal issues,
financial issues, the parenting of a new generation, the

lack of children’s and family
services, grandparents’ rela-
tionships, and the health of
grandparents. These are dis-
cussed below.

Legal issues
Some grandparents speak of the
injustice of a legal system under
which the parents often qualify
for legal aid and continue to
receive it even in circumstances
where grandparents feel the
action is aimed at forcing them
to spend their savings. The
grandparents still have to pay all
their legal costs while the par-
ents are covered by Legal Aid.
Grandparents are rarely eligible
for legal aid as owning even a

modest home disqualifies them, so they must pay for their
own legal representation each time even if the hearing is
adjourned. They also complain they cannot obtain informa-
tion about the legal process from Legal Aid staff but the
parents receive extensive assistance.

“The parents had access to legal aid;we did not.My advice was that
because we owned our own home, Legal Aid would place a lien on
it and could sell the house at a later stage to recover the monies. In
addition,I have spent approximately $4,000 on legal fees in respect
to our protection of the child.”(Grandparent at workshop)

Some grandparents find the Family Court system and its rul-
ings particularly difficult. For example: parents may contest
decisions for the care of the grandchildren; a parent in jail
may still have legal custody; parents may be erratic in exer-
cising access rights leaving the grandparents to cope with
hurt and disappointed children.

Many grandparents say that they have been given the 
children but not the authority to make decisions for 
those children, and that their position as carers of their
grandchildren is often precarious. This can have major
effects on the children’s health and education. 

Grandparents and their grandchildren can be caught in a
confusing legal system in which Commonwealth and State
laws and responsibilities determine the extent of ongoing
assistance and security they will have. 

Grandchildren’s birth certificates are often difficult and
expensive to obtain. This is particularly important in the
case of informal arrangements when, for example, the
grandparents need the birth certificate to enrol the child in
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children are not eligible for State education allowances or
“school cards” because a means test is applied to the
grandparents’ income and/or assets. The grandchildren
would be eligible for those benefits if living with their par-
ents or if in foster care.

Grandparents rarely receive any financial assistance for the
initial resettlement when grandchildren first arrive. Police
or child protection workers may bring them at the weekend
or late at night, without basic clothing and personal items.
Grandparents have to find the money for urgent require-
ments – for example, bedding, furniture, clothes. They
believe they should be treated the same as foster carers who
receive an initial establishment grant and regular payments
for clothing and major or special expenditure.

Many grandparents feel very strongly that they should be
treated equally with foster carers who assume the care of
other people’s children. They state most firmly that they
are saving Commonwealth and State Governments an
enormous amount of money and therefore they must be
supported. If they did not take in their grandchildren, the
children would be the responsibility of government and
placed in foster care.

Parenting a new generation

Grandparents speak of being too old to be doing the things
young children want to do. They often feel very tired, and
they worry about their capacity to keep going. Many say
that the hardest thing is discipline. They do not know what
is acceptable. 

Some grandparents still have their own younger children
living at home. Added to this, their grandchildren’s early
experiences may mean they have particular behavioural
and emotional problems which the grandparents are
unlikely to have encountered first time around and which
perhaps require a different approach to parenting.

Lack of children’s and family services 

These children are often very insecure and exhibit a range
of traumatised behaviour, such as extreme attention seek-
ing and acting up. They need routine and security, and a
great deal of encouragement.

Most grandparents identify the need for specialist therapeu-
tic services – for example, counsellors and psychologists to
assist with their grandchildren’s behavioural problems. Most
of their grandchildren have experienced trauma and abuse,
abandonment and/or rejection. They all have to live with the
grief and anger of not being with their parents.

Grandparents find that specialist therapy services for their
grandchildren are limited or non-existent. Some excellent
specialist paediatric services have lost their funding, and rural
areas are grossly under-serviced. Services approved and paid
for by the child protection authorities may be withdrawn
because the authority assesses that the grandchildren no
longer need them. General services are not necessarily
equipped to identify and cope with the needs of these children.

“When I was first offered my grandson he was eight months old,
and family and friends offered help. He was born heroin addicted
and continues to have ongoing academic, social and behavioural
problems. He is ADHD also. So care is continuous. There is often
aggressive behaviour with no break.A difficult situation with a dif-
ficult child (through no fault of his own) whose mother is still drug
affected and now diagnosed with schizophrenia.” (Grandmother
aged 50, raising grandchild aged nine)

school but have no proof of relationship or authority to
request a certificate. 

Financial issues 

Some grandparents have a sense of injustice in being asked
by governments to take in their grandchildren who, if
grandparents were not available, would end up in State fos-
ter care systems as the responsibility of the child
protection authorities, and at considerable expense to tax-
payers. In many cases, when grandparents seek help from
those authorities they are told: “We know the children are
safe with you. We have closed the file.” 

In other cases, grandchildren are covered by care and pro-
tection orders and so their carers are entitled to receive
financial and other assistance, which many grandparents
find most beneficial when it works smoothly. However,
some grandparents are reluctant to ask for help because in
the past child protection staff had suggested that if they are
seeking help they must not be coping and that perhaps the
grandchildren should be removed from their care.

The Australian Government Centrelink system is also con-
fusing to many grandparents with an array of payments
and eligibility requirements. Means tests apply to most
Centrelink payments, so that any financial support for the
grandchildren, such as Child Support payments, impact on
the grandparents’ own Centrelink entitlements. If the
grandparents are self-funded retirees (or still in the work-
force) ,  their  income and assets  are  taken into
consideration in the means test for Family Tax Benefits for
the grandchildren, and therefore couples especially may
not be eligible for any payment. 

“Financially we are not receiving any support from either parent.
We are financially supporting our grandson on our own.We do not
get any Centrelink payments. These are still being paid to the
mother, and she does not spend any of the payments on her son.
My husband and myself are looking after all of our grandson’s
needs.As my husband has a full-time job,and it is shift work,most
of the day and night care is done by me.”(Grandparent couple aged
47 and 50, raising grandchild aged four months) 

Some grandparents say that Centrelink does not inform
grandparents of possible benefits available to them. There
is no category for grandparents and no recognition of
grandparents’ status or circumstances, so they are made to
look for work or are put on inappropriate benefits. 

Grandparents find that they are spending their retirement
savings and superannuation on raising their grandchil-
dren. Any hope of being self-funded retirees is lost. Many
grandparents find their employment and retirement plans
thrown into chaos by the cost of raising the grandchildren.
Depending on the age and needs of the grandchildren and
difficulties with child care, they may be forced to give up
work in order to care for them full time, resulting in a seri-
ous loss of income. Others find that because of a lack of
financial assistance from government and/or the parents,
they need to continue working well beyond their planned
retirement date. 

Many grandparents struggle with the cost of raising their
grandchildren. Apart from the normal day-to-day costs that
families usually have, these grandchildren often involve
greater expense than other children because of their psy-
chological, emotional and physical health care needs. 

Grandparents worry about the high cost of education –
fees, uniforms and books. They often find that their grand-
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Many see the need for family counselling but this is rarely
offered or available. Many grandparents feel that they are
given children with “problems” but then given no support.
They would appreciate specialist assessment of their
grandchildren, advice and ongoing monitoring, but this is
rarely provided.

Many grandparents desperately need respite care. They
rarely get a break from the responsibilities of caring for
their grandchildren. They are very protective of their
grandchildren and insist that respite must be safe, appro-
priate to the children’s age, and with people known to and
trusted by both grandparents and grandchildren. 

Grandparents’ relationships

Grandparents can find that all they had prepared
for at this stage in their lives has changed – change
of lifestyle, changed relationships between family
members, and a loss of freedom. They may experi-
ence relationship difficulties with each other and
even separation and divorce because of demands
of caring for their grandchildren, the loss of their
time together, and the shattering of their plans for
the future. 

“It took its toll on my marriage – my husband has left me.
It’s hard doing it myself, especially when he’s been a very
caring and loving husband.It became very stressful on him.
He did a lot of overtime. It is also affecting my job, as I need
to be away from home for two to three nights.They get sick
and I take time off work, when we only get three days par-
enting leave per year.” (Grandmother aged 49, raising
grandchildren aged three and six)

They may find that their other children are angry
that their sibling cannot or will not take responsibility for
their own children. Grandparents mourn the loss of a normal
grandparenting relationship with their grandchildren and
may even lose contact with their other adult children and
their offspring.

These grandparents often experience isolation from their
peer group – perhaps arising from their shame at having a
dysfunctional family, but largely because their friends are
no longer interested in having children present in their
social activities. Few grandparents have, or can afford, reli-
able and trusted babysitters to allow them to go out
without the grandchildren.

Many grandparents come to rely on grandparent support
groups for the friendship, advice and understanding that
members can offer each other. Some even say that the sup-
port groups save their sanity and keep them going.

Grandparents’ health 

Grandparents say that their own health is badly affected by
the burden of raising their grandchildren without support and
recognition. They must cope with their own stress and grief,
at the same time as they are helping their grandchildren
through theirs. They often do not have the time to grieve
properly for their loss – of their child (the parent), of their
freedom and plans, and of their life as normal grandpar-
ents. They often have the constant worry about money, the
cost of raising children faced by all families as well as the
additional costs of these children’s particular needs, and
the threat (and reality) of expensive legal action.

“The years have taken their toll on us.Our health is going.Prescrip-
tions eat into our wages.Still we struggle on ...We’re proud people.

We love our grandchildren.We’d like to be younger but we can’t be.
I’ve heard of great-grandparents still bringing up the great-grand-
children.I don’t think we’ll be alive to do that.The stress and worry
of the money would be too much, especially when you see their
parents sitting back copping it sweet on the dole with all the gov-
ernment support.” (Grandparent couple aged 55 and 57, raising
grandchildren aged 12, 14 and 15)

Grandparents are extremely concerned about their grand-
children in the event of their own ill health and death, even
if their spouse or partner is still alive. Some need home-
based care services for themselves. Many talk about doing
their best to keep well while facing the normal effects of

ageing and the future. It is also
quite common for grandparents
in their 40s and 50s also to have
elderly parents to care for.

Conclusions
Grandparents take on responsi-
bility for their grandchildren
with love, courage and determi-
nation that the children should
have the best opportunities for
healthy and happy lives. The
Grandparents Raising Grand-
children Study has shown a
failure of community support
systems in regard to grandpar-
ents raising grandchildren. This
failure has profound impacts on
the lives of both grandparents
and grandchildren – in the 

present and for the future. In conjunction with grandpar-
ents raising grandchildren and their support groups, 
COTA National Seniors developed a set of 21 recommen-
dations to help resolve some of the problems. We do not
underestimate the difficulties of implementation, but it is
self-evident that these issues urgently need to be tackled. 

This study was specifically focused on grandparents raising
their grandchildren but it also points to a broader chal-
lenge in regard to the role of grandparents in a climate 
of change across society, the family and the economy. 
The study raises questions about the pressures on grand-
parents generally, in families not necessarily influenced 
by drugs and violence but simply by the stresses of precar-
ious employment, marital failure, financial problems and
other factors. 
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A I F S A C T I V I T I E S

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 LT

The Australian Institute of Family Studies welcomed Senator
Amanda Vanstone (former Minister Assisting the Prime Minister
for the Status of Women) to visit the Institute to launch the Aus-
tralian Centre for the Study of Sexual Assault (ACSSA) on 26
September 2003. In her address, Senator Vanstone remarked on
the continued high levels of under-reporting of sexual assault, and
acknowledged how critical it was for sexual assault to be recog-
nised as a crime more often committed by people well known to
the victim, as opposed to the levels of danger posed by strangers.

The launch marked the release of ACSSA’s first two publications.
The Briefing Paper, entitled What lies behind the hidden figure of
sexual assault? Issues of prevalence and disclosure, considers
how the experiences of victim/survivors of sexual assault may be
even less visible for those who are homeless, or whose first lan-
guage is not English, or where the assaults occurred when they
were children. Emphasis is also given to the difficulties faced by
sex workers who are often assaulted on multiple occasions in the
context of their work. 

In its first Newsletter, ACSSA Aware, ACSSA itself featured in
terms of its operations and services, its Good Practice database,
and its research and advisory functions. The Newsletter’s feature
article focused on the criminal justice system in reviewing the Vic-
torian Law Reform Commission’s Interim Report on Sexual
Offences which recommends further changes to those laws and
procedures that continue to work against the fair treatment of sex-
ual assault victim/survivors who go to court.

The ACSSA website also went “live” on this date. It can be directly
accessed at: www.aifs.gov.au/acssa/ The website contains 
information on new developments in the field of sexual assault,
online access to the publications, and a range of other resources

Pictured at the ACSSA launch (from left): Jill Farrelly (Assistant Secretary of
the Office of the Status of Women), Dianne Gibson (Chair of the AIFS Board
of Management), Melanie Heenan (ACSSA Coordinator), and Ann Sanson
(AIFS Acting Director). 

including the ACSSA Good Practice database, current statistical
information on the incidence and prevalence of sexual assault,
links to other organisations, bibliographies, and online access 
to the Institute’s library catalogue and ACSSA’s research and 
advisory service. The site is regularly updated with information 
on forthcoming conferences and other events in the sexual
assault field. 

The launch received an extremely positive response from the pub-
lic, including service providers, victim/survivors, academics, and
researchers who extended their best wishes and their encourage-
ment for the future work of the Centre. ACSSA thanks them for
their generosity and kind words and support, and looks forward to
working collaboratively with them in the future.

L A U N C H

A I F S A B R OA D  –  A N T W E R P

A I F S  K E Y N O RT E  A D D R E S S  

The Institute’s Senior Research Advisor, David de Vaus, presented the Keynote Address at the Marriage and Rela-
tionships Education National Conference in Adelaide, on 26 August 2003. He outlined patterns of contemporary
cohabitation in Australia and recent trends. An outline of his address is available on the Institute’s website at:
www.aifs.gov.au/institute/pubs/papers/devaus1.pdf

Senior Research Fellow, Matthew Gray, represented the
Institute at the 4th International Research Conference on
Social Security, in Antwerp on 5-7 May 2003. The title of the
conference was “Social security in a long life society”.
Matthew (left) is pictured with Johan Verstraeten, President
of the International Social Security Association and Admin-
istrateur Général, Office national d’allocations familiales
pour travailleurs salariés (ONAFTS, Belgique). On the right 
is David Stanton, Social Policy Consultant and a former
Director of the Australian Institute of Family Studies. 
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Most of the authors of the AIFS/CPV report are pictured at the launch (from left): Margot Prior
(University of Melbourne), Inez Dussuyer (CPV), Diana Smart (AIFS), Bill McKendry (CPV), Ann Sanson
(AIFS), Nick Richardson and Suzanne Vassallo (AIFS). Not pictured are authors John Toumbourou and
Frank Oberklaid (Royal Children’s Hospital).

The second report from the collaboration
between the Australian Institute of Family
Studies and Crime Prevention Victoria –
Patterns and precursors of adolescent
antisocial behaviour: Types, resiliency and
environmental influences – was launched
in Melbourne by the Hon. Andre Haer-
meyer, Victorian Minister for Police and
Emergency Services, on 22 October 2003. 

The collaboration uses data from the long-
running project housed at the Institute, the
Australian Temperament Project (ATP), to
investigate a range of questions about pat-
terns of teenage antisocial behaviour, and
pathways into and away from such behav-
iour. The size and scope of the ATP makes
it a unique Australian resource to explore
such issues. This large, longitudinal study
of a representative sample of children and
families from urban and rural areas of Vic-
toria contains 13 waves of data covering
many facets of development and wellbeing
over the first 20 years of life.

Among the issues explored in the Second
Report is the intriguing one of why many
“at-risk” children do not become antisocial
adolescents. The study found there was a
marked change in these children’s behav-
iour and attitudes, and relationships with
parents over the early teen years. They had
settled into secondary school more suc-
cessfully than their counterparts who went
on to be persistently antisocial in the teen
years. It was also noticeable that parents
supervised their resilient children’s friend-
ships and activities more closely than
parents of other “at-risk” teenagers.
Resilient teenagers also tended to be less
gregarious than other teenagers, and were
less likely to have made friends with anti-
social peers. 

The report also explored the issue of violent
and non-violent antisocial behaviour in the
late adolescent years, and showed that there
were several pathways to these different
types of behaviour. Some of the risks for vio-
lent and non-violent behaviour were the
same, but there were also important differ-
ences. For example, violent teenagers were
more volatile and sensation seeking than
non-violent antisocial teenagers, and had
more conflictual interpersonal relationships. 

Another issue addressed in the report con-
cerned the patterns of antisocial behaviour
in early adulthood, and changes in rates of
such behaviour from adolescence to adult-
hood. Rates of violent and property offences
had fallen, while rates of substance use
remained steady.

Following the launch of the Report, Ann
Sanson, the Acting Director of the Australian

Institute of Family Studies, presented high-
lights of the findings during the inaugural
Ministerial Crime Prevention Lecture to a
broad audience of policy makers, practi-
tioners and researchers. There was
considerable interest in and appreciation
of the study and its implications for early
intervention and prevention.

The executive summaries and full-length
versions of the first two reports can be
downloaded from the Australian Institute
of Family Studies website (www.aifs.
gov.au/atp) and the Crime Prevention Vic-
toria website (www.crimeprevention
@justice.vic.gov.au). For further informa-
tion about the Australian Temperament
Project please contact the Project Man-
ager, Research Fellow Diana Smart, at the
Australian Institute of Family Studies. 

L A U N C H

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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A I F S A C T I V I T I E S

A I F S  A B R OA D  –  VA N CO U V E R

The question, “What is the future of mar-
riage?” formed the central theme for the 65th
(US) National Council on Family Relations
Annual Conference, held in Vancouver on 
19-22 November 2003. Delegates from 
16 countries in addition to the United States
and Canada met to discuss the future of mar-
riage and other issues on family relations and
wellbeing. Two researchers from the Australian
Institute of Family Studies, David de Vaus and
Ruth Weston, attended the conference where
each  presented a paper.

Historically, marriage was the marker of the
start of adulthood. Most people left their
parental home to get married and had children
soon after, with the parents staying together
until one of them died. For most people, these
important life events pretty much unfolded in
this order, with childbirth almost always being
contingent upon marriage. 

Times have changed. The traditional sequence of events is now often “re-
shuffled” and some events may be missing. In particular, the forming
of unions and child bearing do not necessarily involve marriage. So do
these trends spell the end of marriage?

Each day of the conference was marked with special sessions involv-
ing keynote speakers who focused on a range of topics relevant to the
future of marriage. The following discussion focuses on the first and
last of these sessions only. 

Marriage in America

The conference was opened with a presentation by Professor Andrew
Cherlin (John Hopkins University) who discussed the current state of
the institution of marriage in North America, the difficulties social sci-
entists have in predicting future trends, and possible scenarios
regarding marriage over the next few decades. 

Professor Cherlin argued that first marriages have become increas-
ingly deinstitutionalised and taken on many of the characteristics of
remarriages in that the norms and guidelines for behaviour in mar-
riage have given way to choice and negotiation. He also noted that
cohabitation is becoming more institutionalised, although the states
or provinces in the United States and Canada vary substantially
regarding the legal responsibilities of cohabiting couples. 

In relation to the United States, Professor Cherlin noted that 
stepfamilies are increasingly formed through cohabitation rather than
marriage, and that “serial cohabitation” without involving marriage
between cohabiting unions is on the rise. So too are ex-nuptial births,
and thus first marriages may involve stepchildren. In his view, these
developments represented a “do-it-yourself” biography. That is, instead
of following conventional pathways, individuals construct their own lives
on the basis of a series of choices, including whether or not to marry. 

Nevertheless Professor Cherlin believes that
the importance of marriage has not declined. In
his view, marriage is seen more as a symbol of
distinction and personal achievement and less
as a symbol of conformity or means of deriving
social benefits. Marriage is a goal that is often
elusive – a situation that is clearest among low-
income families. Achievement of the goal may
depend on a partner holding down a decent
job, becoming financially established, and per-
haps learning to be a better partner and parent. 

As regards predicting the future, Professor
Cherlin said that most people tend to argue that
current trends will continue. While this predic-
tion usually turns out to be correct, he noted
some key exceptions, including the commonly
held view in the 1930s that the birth rate would
remain low. Despite these caveats, Professor
Cherlin predicted that current trends would
continue: marriage would hold a highly valued,

distinguished place rather than being just one relationship among many,
but the process towards achievement of marriage will be a long one,
often involving prior cohabitation and childbearing. 

Promoting stable marriages

The conference ended with a three-way discussion on marriage that
brought into focus the Bush administration’s initiatives to promote
healthy and stable marriages. These initiatives include the expenditure
of over half a billion dollars to promote marriage through marriage
education and public awareness strategies.

First, Dr Theodora Ooms, Director of the Centre for Law and Social
Policy and Director of Couples and Marriage Policy Resource Centre,
spoke about these initiatives. 

She noted that the emphasis in policy discussions was to promote
healthy marriages – with the underlying recognition that some mar-
riages are detrimental to the wellbeing of family members. She thus
pointed to the importance of understanding and measuring the key
dimensions of healthy marriages and pointed to growing interest in
research and evaluation. In this respect, Dr Ooms noted several positive
trends, including a more multidiscipliniary research approach that brings
together the fields of marriage, family and poverty. In her view, this is
leading to a much richer understanding of marriage. She also noted that
there was a growing interest in helping “fragile families” and greater inte-
gration of different programs to support healthy marriages. 

On the other hand, Dr Ooms emphasised the danger that marriage
advocates may “oversell” their product. She thus warned that we
need to appreciate gaps in our knowledge and must take a long per-
spective regarding evaluation. She also expressed concern that the
same sex marriage debate, a civil issue, may dominate discussion and
become confused with the strengthening marriage agenda.

Institute researchers, David de Vaus and Ruth
Weston attended the National Conference on
Family Relations in Vancouver in November
2003 where they presented two papers
prepared with their colleague Lixia Qu on
cohabitation trends in Australia and links
between cohabitation and mental health and
marital stability. The papers were extremely
well received and led to considerable
discussion about international trends in
pathways to marriage, and the processes that
might help explain links between premarital
cohabitation and marital stability.
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A I F S  H O S TS  S I N G A P O R E  
D E L E G AT I O N

Professor Ted Huston (University of Texas-Austin) agreed that “good
marriages are good for you” but “not all marriages are good”, and pointed
to some key issues that have led to disagreements that are rooted in pol-
itics, or based on conflicting values, or different interpretations of the
evidence. These disagreements include whether or not the rise in cohab-
itation represents a rejection of or delaying of marriage and whether
cohabitation undermines later marriage; whether burdens experienced by
sole mothers can be relieved by marriage; whether most marriages are
“salvageable”; whether most people can be helped to become “good
partners”; whether reducing poverty improves marriages; and whether
government should encourage marriage or discourage divorce. 

He expressed his doubts about the value of mass marriage promotion
initiatives because, among other things, they face the danger of the
“one size fits all” approach to social issues. He pointed to the impor-
tance of identifying the circumstances where marriage is “good” for
people and those where it does not lead to good long-term outcomes.
He expressed misgivings about generalisations based on national data
in which the results are likely to be strongly shaped by the majority of
the population. Thus, he emphasised the need to see whether the ben-
efits of marriage prevail regardless of whether the couple is rich or poor,
from rural or urban areas, and so on. Whatever the benefits, he noted
that they would depend on a myriad of factors. 

Professor Huston also emphasised the importance of personality – or
habits in behaviour and thought derived over the years of development –
in shaping the quality of the marriage. He argued that signs that a rela-
tionship is headed for trouble are often apparent during the courtship
although people are often not aware of how their behaviour is affecting
themselves and their partner. Given the difficulties of changing a person’s
personality, he felt that short-term marriage education programs are
unlikely to be very effective. Professor Huston thus emphasised the need
for marriage and relationships education programs that involve much
longer periods of contact with clients.

The third speaker, Professor Stephanie Coontz (Evergreen State College,
Olympia, WA) argued that marriage, when it works, has never been more
fair and satisfying than it is at present, but it has also never been more
optional. While Professor Coontz agreed with the current support for pos-
itive marriage, she noted that we cannot ignore alternative families – their
needs must be protected. She noted that, regardless of whether or not they
are married, couples may need help in improving their parenting and rela-
tionship skills. And those who choose to divorce may need help in ending
their marriages less destructively than they possibly might otherwise. She
argued that these issues are bigger than the marriage movement. 

In the ensuing discussion, Dr Ooms reminded participants that many of
the concerns speakers had raised were already being considered by
those who are developing marriage promotion programs. She pointed
out that a central aim of these programs is to maximise the chances of
children growing up in healthy family environments.

Next year’s conference: The 66th (US) National Council on Family
Relations Annual Conference will be held in Orlando, Florida. The 
the theme of the conference is “Inequality and Families”. 

On Wednesday 3 December 2003 the Institute was pleased
to receive a delegation of senior policy makers from Singa-
pore, led by the Minister for Community Development and
Sports and Minister-in-Charge of Muslim Affairs Dr Yaacob
Ibrahim. The delegation was accompanied by staff from 
the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, and from 
the Australian Government Department of Family and Com-
munity Services.

The meeting was viewed by all as a most enjoyable interna-
tional exchange. Throughout discussions it became
apparent that Singapore and Australia share many common
family trends and issues.

Our visitors were interested in the research conducted by
the Institute, particularly in the areas of children and fami-
lies, fertility, and child abuse and neglect, which provided an
opportunity for the Institute to showcase its work.

Presentations were made on Growing Up in Australia, the
longitudinal study of Australian children, the Institute’s 
current research on fertility and family formation, the forth-
coming Fertility Decision Making Project, and the work of
the National Child Protection Clearinghouse housed at 
the Institute. 

The Institute’s Senior Research Advisor, David de Vaus (right) talks
with a member of the delegation.

Leader of the delegation, Dr Yaacob Ibrahim (centre), pictured at the
Institute with Principal Research Fellows Matthew Gray and Jan Duffie.
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VISIT AIFS ON THE WEB

www.aifs.gov.au

For the latest from the 
Australian Institute of 

Family Studies

what’s new . . .
Family facts and figures on cohabitation
www.aifs.gov.au/acssa/ – launch of the Australian Centre for the
Study of Sexual Assault at the Australian Institute of Family Studies
Papers and presentations from AIFS staff
Growing Up in Australia (the longitudinal study of Australian children)
– newsletter and second discussion paper on study design and data
collection

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

specialist web sites . . .
for the Australian Centre for the Study of Sexual Assault, National Child
Protection Clearinghouse, Growing Up in Australia, the Australian
Temperament Project, and the Stronger Families Learning Exchange 

Grandparenting in divorced families
(Seminar presentation held at the Institute on 16 October 2003)

Dr Neil Ferguson, a Research Associate
at the Cardiff University Law School,
presented the results of a study on
family members’ perceptions of the
impact of divorce on grandparenting.
As grandparenting is an extraordinarily
diverse activity, grandparents’ involve-
ment with their grandchildren can be
increased or diminished when parents
divorce. Maternal grandparents often
experience an intensification of their
child care role and some paternal grandparents discover that contact
after divorce is more difficult or, in some cases, no longer possible. The
study was designed to provide a tri-generational perspective and infor-
mation was gathered from interviews with parents, children and
maternal and paternal grandparents. The seminar provided a descrip-
tion of the research and explored the issues of grandparents legal rights
to contact with their children, reasons why some grandparents are
denied contact with their grandchildren, and views of grandparents,
parents and grandchildren about the grandparent role.

A I F S - H O S T E D  S E M I N A R S

Everyday life for low-income families in Scotland 
(Seminar held at the Institute on 18 September 2003)

Kathryn Backett-Miburn, Senior
Research Fellow at the Research Unit
in Health Behaviour and Change and
Co-Founder and Co-Director of the
Centre for Research on Families and
Relationships (CRFR) at the Univer-
sity of Edinburgh, presented a
seminar on what everyday life is like
for families living on low incomes in
Scotland, some of whom have work,
others of whom do not. Measuring
low income to estimate poverty tends not to reveal how people expe-
riencing poverty perceive, manage and respond to daily life on a low
income. There is now a greater concern to involve people directly in
research about social conditions, rather than just collect and aggre-
gate data about them. The impact of low income living on important
issues which are difficult to measure or are beyond the scope of pol-
icy (such as relationships and the quality of family life) tends to be
ignored by studies of “objective experience”. The qualitative data dis-
cussed in the presentation begin to fill in some of the gaps in our
knowledge of the socio-cultural processes and everyday experiences
that underpin the statistical data about family life and combining car-
ing and providing on low incomes.

Dr Neil Ferguson

In 2003 the Australian Institute of Family Studies 
continued its series of seminars presenting contem-
porary research on national and international issues
related to family. See the program of forthcoming
seminars in these pages. 

Kathryn Backett-Miburn
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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 (Autumn 2004)
edition should be sent by mid-March 2004.

R E A D E R S ’ L E T T E R S  W E LCO M E D

In 2004 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.

Seminars are held at 11.30am (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 Jenny
Renda. People wishing to attend a particular seminar should phone Grace
Sorianoat the Australian Institute of Family Studies. Phone (03) 9214 7888.

■ 12 FEBRUARY 2004
The Kuninjku hybrid economy: Continuity and 
change in family relations of production in 
Arnhem Land, north Australia
Professor John Altman
Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research, Australian National University

Facilitator – Matthew Gray, Australian Institute of Family Studies

■ 18 MARCH 2004
Changing landscapes of family life

Professor Carol Smart
Centre for Research on Family, Kinship and Childhood, Department of Sociology
and Social Policy, University of Leeds

Facilitator – Ann Sanson, Australian Institute of Family Studies

■ 15 APRIL 2004
The Columbus Pilot in the Family Court of Western Australia:
A study in reflective practice

Dr Paul Murphy and Associate Professor Lis Pike
School of Psychology, Edith Cowan University

Facilitator – Ruth Weston, Australian Institute of Family Studies

■ 20 MAY 2004
Family relationships and mental health

Dr Bryan Rodgers
Centre for Mental Health Research, Australian National University

Facilitator – Bruce Smyth, Australian Institute of Family Studies 

S E M I N A R  P R O G R A M  2 0 0 4

CONTEMPORARY ISSUES IN FAMILY RESEARCH

Does age-of-entry matter in infants’ transition to child care?
(Seminar presentation held at the Institute on 6 November 2003)

Dr Cheryl Dissanyake,
from the School of Psy-
chological Sciences at La
Trobe University, pre-
sented results of a recent
study she undertook
with Dr Helen Skouteris
into the best age-of-entry
for infants into child
care. Data were pre-
sented on 46 infants who
were placed into care
prior to six months of age, and 52 infants placed into care between 8
and 14 months of age. The findings revealed that infants placed into
child care before six months settled faster and were happier on arrival
and during their time at child care. Australian Institute of Family Stud-
ies researcher Lisa Da Sliva also presented findings from her doctoral
work drawn from the same study at La Trobe University, reporting on
the short-term developmental outcomes nine months after these
infants had commenced child care. Findings from these analyses sug-
gested that age of entry, hours in care, and the transition to care do not
appear to be significantly influential on developmental outcomes or
problem behaviours nine months after entry into care.

Who do children live with and why does it matter?  
(Seminar held at the Institute on 4 December 2003)

Dr Peter Brandon, Associate Professor
of Sociology at the University of
Massachusetts in the USA and a visitor
to the Demography and Sociology
Program at ANU in 2003, presented a
seminar on how “relationship matrices”
can be used for more accurate
identification of children’s living
arrangements and circumstances. He
identified that methods for studying the
relationships of children to other adults
in a household have been outpaced by the transformation of families
and thus today’s studies often inaccurately assess whether a child lives
with one or two parents and whether he or she is the biological child
of those parents. Despite needing increased detail about relationships
of children to adults in a household, few surveys gather such data. An
exception is the Survey of Income and Program Participation. This
survey, discussed in detail during the seminar, collects detailed data on
household relationships through a household relationship matrix.
Relationship matrices have been found to be particularly valuable
because they produce information that: depicts the vast diversity of
children’s living arrangements; provides insights into the numbers of
children in those arrangements; identifies demographic variation
across arrangements; demonstrates how models of public assistance
participation are improved; and promotes cross-country comparisons
of children’s living arrangements.  

Lisa Da Sliva (left) and Dr Cheryl Dissanyake 

Dr Peter Brandon
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A fter an 11-week whirlwind tour, involving travel to 16 or
so locations around Australia, receipt of 1,698 written
submissions, endless hours of public hearings and com-

munity consultations, hearing from a range of individuals and
representatives from private and government organisations
(including the Australian Institute of Family Studies – see
accompanying box on page 66), the House of Representatives

Family and Community Affairs Committee has concluded its deliberations on
child “custody” arrangements following parental separation. Its report is due 
on 31 December 2003. 

Continuing the Institute’s interest and involvement in the debate (see preceding
edition of Family Matters, no. 65, 2003, for a range of views on the proposed
rebuttable presumption), what follows by way of update is a report on a profes-
sional forum held at Victoria Legal Aid in Melbourne on 13 November 2003. 

The forum

Titled Joint Rebuttable Custody: In the Child’s Best Interests?, the forum was
hosted jointly by the Australian Family Mediation Association and the new
Roundtable Dispute Management unit at Victoria Legal Aid. 

Damien Carrick from Radio National’s “The Law Report” facilitated the evening’s
proceedings. The panel of speakers comprised: David Edney, an accredited fam-
ily lawyer; Michael Green, Queens Counsel and author; Lawrie Moloney,
Associate Professor at La Trobe University, and Terry Melvin, Manager of
Mensline Australia, a national telephone counselling information and referral
service for men. 

Before proceedings started there were several initial impressions that, in a way,
characterised the passion and (gender) politics of this debate. 

The first was of the two disgruntled fathers standing outside the venue handing out
flyers emblazoned with DNAB4UPAY to forum attendees. The flyer contained the
assertion that: “One in five men who question the paternity of their own child will
have their suspicions validated by DNA testing.” Then there were the burly secu-
rity guards to greet you at the door. And, on entering the room, in spite of the fact
that a significant majority of the audience were women, the panel of speakers was
all male. (In defence of the organisers, it was pointed out that several prominent
women who had been scheduled to speak were unable to attend.)

The first speaker, David Edney, was opposed to the introduction of a presump-
tion of shared care. He saw it as anomalous that parents coming before the court,
and therefore by definition having been unable to agree on arrangements for
their children, will be presumed to be in a position to share the physical care of
the children – a parenting arrangement that may well require a higher level of
communication than in intact families. 

Such a presumption, Edney argued, does not accommodate the individual 
characteristics of families. By way of example, he queried the relevance of such 

The parliamentary inquiry

into a legal presumption of

50:50 joint parenting after

parental separation continues

to generate intense debate.

The Institute’s Catherine

Caruana reports on a recent

professional forum.

F A M I L Y  L A W  

Catherine Caruana

The “joint custody” debate
W h e r e  t o  n o w ?



a presumption to a family with a cultural background
that subscribes to more traditional gender roles, or
where children are cared for by someone other than
a parent. And what of families marked by violence?
For women in violent relationships who cannot afford
a lawyer and fear that joint residence may be
ordered, the risk is that remaining in the relationship
may be the only way they feel they can protect the
children.

Presenting a contrary view, Michael Green saw the
government’s interest in a shared residence pre-
sumption as an “outbreak of common sense”. He
argued that there currently exists a de facto pre-
sumption for an 80/20 split (in the mother’s favour)
of the care of children after separation. To change

this, he believes a revolution in culture and atti-
tudes is necessary – a “tweaking” of the law, as he
characterised 1996 reforms, is not enough. He
advocates for extensive public education and coor-
dinated support services for separating parents,
with easier access to mediation and counselling. In
his view, the current system has failed families. 

According to Green, parenting disputes should be
taken out of the adversarial system. A tribunal
presided over by a magistrate where legal represen-
tation is not required, would replace the Family
Court. In this vision for the future, special police
would be employed to investigate allegations of child
abuse quickly and cheaply. Separation, Green
argued, is a human event, not a legal one, and
lawyers are not the best professionals to assist in the
resolution of disputes about the care of children.

Lawrie Moloney agreed with Michael Green that
there currently exists a culture of 80/20 parenting
and that extensive reform is required. However, he

sees a proscriptive time allocation to parents as
anathema to the best interests of children. He
expressed the view that the idea of a tribunal seemed
to be gaining currency with the committee. In mus-
ing about what such an entity might look like, he 
suggested that the core question to be asked of 
parents appearing before it would be: “How do you
plan to parent your children now that you’ve sepa-
rated, and how does this mesh with your former
partner’s plans?” This would establish a “future
focus” at the outset rather than setting parents up to
trawl over past events in an attempt to discredit the
other parent.

Moloney provided an interesting account of his
experience of appearing before the Family and

Community Affairs Committee. He and his colleague
Jenn McIntosh, in encouraging the committee to
embrace a “child-focused” model as opposed to one
based on parents’ rights, invited members to view
an example of an intervention with children at the
Family Mediation Centre in Melbourne. In what
turned out to be one of their last consultations, the
committee observed Dr McIntosh working with
children aged between seven and 13 years who had
a range of experiences of parental separation, from
shared care arrangements to exposure to violence
and high inter-parental conflict. 

In Moloney’s view, this opportunity gave committee
members greater insight into the fact that each child
has a “separate and distinct narrative” regarding
their experience of parental separation and that 
the views of children, like those of adults, are not
static. Hence the idea that you can make “final
orders” when it comes to decisions about children 
is, to Moloney, ridiculous. Children are active 
participants in the process of family breakdown 
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Speakers at the forum (from left):Lawrie Moloney, David Edney,Terry Melvin, Michael Green, and Damien Carrick (Chair).



conclusion – that a new system is needed. He
argued that men are disadvantaged and alienated by 
the “institution of separation”. He saw clear evi-
dence of institutionalised gender bias against men
and the tacit acceptance of a “deficit model of 
fatherhood”. He echoed calls for greater support
services for parents experiencing the aftermath of
separation.

Some possibilities

As noted, the report of the House of Representatives
Family and Community Affairs Committee is due
on 31 December 2003. While not seeking to pre-
empt the committee’s report, a brief analysis of
some of the possible options for structural change
generated in this debate is included here. 

As is evident from the comments made above, and
from many of the submissions made to the commit-
tee, dissatisfaction with the current family law
system goes well beyond that suggested by the

and to disregard their voice when resolving 
disputes between parents, as he believes the current
system does, is to “commodify” them. In his view,
mechanisms used to assist in the determination of
what is in the best interests of the child, such as
family reports and separate (child) representatives,
do little to counter this. 

Moloney hoped that this experience had dissuaded
the committee from the view that effective child-
focused practice can be conducted within the
current court structure. He ended by saying that it
would be a tragedy if we simply transpose a 50/50
model onto the existing system. Such a move would
be a litigator’s delight. In his view, we have to
acknowledge that it is no longer acceptable to hide
behind the mantra of “best interests of the child”
and then proceed to oversee a “good barney”
between the parents. 

Terry Melvin’s work with men who had experienced
family breakdown had led him to the same 
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The Australian Institute of Family Studies submitted a response
to the Australian Government’s Inquiry into “Child Custody” on
19 August 2003. Dr Ann Sanson and Mr Bruce Smyth appeared
before the Committee on 13 October 2003 to give evidence.

The following summary encapsulates the core points in the Insti-
tute’s  submission on a rebuttable presumption of joint “custody”.
The submission and evidence drew heavily from a review of the
available research literature in Australia and overseas.

• The diversity of families and children’s situations reinforces
the conclusion that no single post-divorce arrangement is in
the best interests of all children. 

• Most studies indicate that the interests of children post-
divorce are generally best served when children can maintain
ongoing and frequent contact with both parents who co-oper-
ate and communicate with low levels of conflict. 

• Despite a pre-occupation with allocations of parenting time
(the quantum of time) by many parents, legal professionals
and courts, the research literature suggests that it is the qual-
ity of relationships between parents, and between parents
and children, that exerts a critical influence on children’s well-
being. Of course, an emotionally close and warm relationship

requires some minimum amount of parent–child contact to
sustain it.

• Parental separation is a leading cause and correlate of child
poverty. Most studies indicate that the single factor most
likely to lead to poor child outcomes (be they poor educa-
tional performance, emotional problems, anti-social or 
other behavioural problems, or health and developmental
problems) is poverty.

Taken together, the research literature suggests that the best
interests of children are strongly connected to co-parental coop-
eration, parenting capacities and skills, and practical resources. 

Joint residence, where children spend roughly equal time in two
homes, is a demanding post-divorce arrangement that requires
psychological and practical resources that may be available to
only a small select group of families.

The Institute’s submission (No 1055) can be downloaded from:
www.aph.gov.au/house/committee/fca/childcustody/subs.htm

The Hansard of the Institute’s evidence (13 October 2003) 
is available at: www.aph.gov.au/house/committee/fca/
childcustody/hearings.htm

I N S T I T U T E ’ S  R E S P O N S E  T O  T H E  “ C H I L D  C U S T O D Y ” I N Q U I R Y



inquiry’s terms of reference – namely, concerns
about gender bias in residence and contact orders,
contact for grandparents, and the equity of the
child support system. 

Calls for change are not new, of course. Wider issues
such as the appropriateness of adversarial processes
to resolve family disputes, accessibility of primary
dispute resolution services, expense, delay and the
ability to enforce orders obtained have been raised
in previous inquiries such as: the Joint Select Com-
mittee on Certain Aspects of the Family Law Act
(1994); the Family Law Pathways Advisory Group
2000; and the Litigants in Person in the Family
Court of Australia (Dewar, Smith and Banks) 2000.
These are issues with which governments around
the world are grappling. 

At the time of writing it is unclear what the scope of
the committee’s recommendations will be. A reading
of transcripts from the hearings suggests that the
committee may be advocating more wide-ranging
reforms to the family law system than simply a
change in the substantive law. The report may well
recommend that a decision-making body be estab-
lished as an alternative to, or in addition to, the
Family Court. In formulating any such recommen-
dations the committee will need to be mindful of the
constitutional constraints implicit in any exercise of
federal jurisdiction outside the court system. 

A number of options have been formulated in a
paper entitled Proposal for a New Process for Deal-
ing with Post-Order Contact Disputes, produced
by the Family Law Council in November 2003 in
response to questions taken on notice from the
committee. 

One suggestion is to extend the availability of arbi-
tration processes, currently only available in
property matters, to disputes concerning the care of
children. Arbitration is a process whereby parties to
a dispute present arguments and evidence to the
arbitrator and agree to be bound by the arbitrator’s
determination if they are unable to reach resolu-
tion. Arbitrators are generally, but not necessarily,
lawyers. Arbitration is currently only available
under the Family Law Act where the parties con-
sent. However it may be that, as long as parties have
the ability to seek a de novo rehearing of the matter,
courts could order arbitration without the consent
of parties. To break from adversarial processes and
to avoid undue formality, participants in such a
process may not be bound by the rules of evidence.

Another suggestion is to create a separate structure
within the court in the form of a multi-disciplinary
panel or tribunal, the members of which exercise
delegated power to make decisions in children’s
matters, with supervision or involvement of judicial
officers. 

A third option is to appoint “assessors” to investigate
parenting disputes and make recommendations to
judges, who then make the final determination.
This model has been used extensively in other juris-
dictions. Provision for the appointment of assessors
already exists under Order 30B of the Family Law
Rules, which came into effect in 1992. Under the
current provisions the court is not bound by any
opinion or finding of an assessor; however, their
recommendations would have a higher status than
the family report currently used in the Family
Court. Like Family Court Counsellors, the assessors
could have a background in the social sciences
rather than law.

For further coverage of the debate, watch this
space.

Catherine Caruana is a Researcher with the Family and
Marriage Research Program at the Australian Institute of
Family Studies.

67Australian Institute of Family Studies Family Matters No.66 Spring/Summer 2003

Australian Institute of Family Studies researchers working on the
Caring for Children after Parental Separation project have started
making available some of the topics from a bibliography created for
the project.

The bibliography is a work in progress which is being added to and
updated as new material emerges. To date, topics covered include:
shared parenting; the child contact/child support nexus; fathers and
divorce; father absence; father–child relationship; remarriage/repart-
nering; relocation; and grandparents.

The bibliography, which draws largely on published studies in North
America, the United Kingdom, Canada, New Zealand and Australia,
has been made available in the interests of sharing knowledge and
improved scholarship on issues related to divorce and separation.

The bibliography can be downloaded from the Institute’s website:
www.aifs.gov.au/institute/info/bib/separation.html

N E W  A I F S  P O S T - S E P A R A T I O N  
P A R E N T I N G  B I B L I O G R A P H Y
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The effects of parental drug 
use: Children in kinship care,
and Parental drug use: The 
bigger picture, by Nicole Patton,
The Mirabel Foundation,
St Kilda South, 2003.
Price: free to download at
www.mirabelfoundation.com/

The Mirabel Foundation was

established to assist children

who have been abandoned or

orphaned due to illicit drug use

by their parents.These two 

literature reviews collate the

The following selection of

books on family-related topics

are recent additions to the

Institute’s Family Information

Centre. They are available

through Libraries, through the

Family Information Centre via

the Inter Library Loan system,

or for purchase from good

book shops. Prices are given 

as and when supplied.

C A R O L E  J E A N

B O O K  N O T E S

Hearing the voices of children:
Social policy for a new century,
edited by Christine Hallett and
Alan Prout, Routledge Falmer,
London, 2003.

The authors of this collection of

papers argue for the inclusion of

children’s wishes and opinions

in the formulation of social 

policy. Four main themes are

covered: hearing children’s

voices; discourses of childhood;

children and services; and

resources for children. Part one,

Hearing children’s voices,

examines children’s participation

in policy making and children

and community development .

A description of the Office of the

Children’s Rights Commissioner

in London is also included.

Discourses in childhood (Part

two) explores how children 

historically have (and have not)

been included in social policy

When a man is raped: A survival
guide, by Margaret Roberts,
Education Centre Against 
Violence, Parramatta, 2002.
www.ecav.health.nsw.gov.au

This booklet, subtitled “Informa-

tion for men who have been

raped, parents, partners, spouses

and friends”is designed to aid 

in the understanding about the

rape of men, what professional

support services are available,

and to explain the legal process

(with a New South Wales focus).

Part One focuses on male 

survivors of rape.Issues discussed

include: what we know about

the rape of men, facts about

offenders, common reactions

men experience after rape,

Just like us: Parenting children
with intellectual disabilities, by
Carol Martin, Lothian, South
Melbourne, 2003. Price: $24.95.

Written by the mother of two

daughters with cerebral palsy

and an intellectual disability, this

book aims to raise community

awareness of the problems

faced by children with intellectual

disabilities. As well as personal

anecdotes, practical advice is

given covering a range of topics

including: early intervention;

education; post-school options

and employment; leisure and

peer support groups; sexuality;

and support for parents and 

carers. A substantial directory of

Australian services (including

government agencies, as well as

support services) is included.

current literature on children

and families affected by drug

use.The first focuses on the 

position of kinship families who

care for these children. Issues

discussed include: the character-

istics of kinship care; child

protection; grief; parenting;

financial and legal matters; and

the support needs of carers.The

second looks at broader issues

including: the effects of prenatal

exposure to illicit drug use;

child protection issues; family

preservation; and the rights of

the child.These two literature

reviews offer a good starting

point for anyone concerned

with this issue.

decisions. Chapters cover 

examples from Finland,Germany

and the United Kingdom.The

third section, Children and 

services, has a focus on children

becoming active participants in

the services that are meant to be

assisting them. Examples are

drawn from a domestic violence

service, and the Australian 

Family Court.The final section,

Resources for children, is con-

cerned with making children’s

interests visible in the social and

political process.This volume

would be important reading 

for policy makers concerned

with children’s issues as well as

professionals working in the

area of children’s services.
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Ageing in Australia 2001,
Australian Bureau of Statistics, Canberra, 2003. Price: $33.00.

On Census night in 2001,

2.4 million Australians, (or

12.6 per cent of the popula-

tion) were classified as older 

persons (65 years and over).

This publication analyses the

characteristics of Australia’s

older population drawing on

2001 census data.

The first chapter looks at the

ageing of the Australian 

population, including age

and sex structure, and the

geographic distribution of

aged people, and their mobil-

ity. Chapter Two examines 

the cultural diversity of the

aged population, including

indigenous status, place of

birth, language and religion.

As people age, their living

and household arrangements

often change, and this is

examined in Chapter Three.

The economic environment of

older people, including their

labour force participation and

income is the focus of the

fourth chapter. Final chapters

cover transport, eduction and

the use of technology.

Ageing in Australia 2001 is

clear and concise in its 

presentation, and will prove a

valuable resource to all those

who wish to understand 

the status and nature of 

Australia’s aged population.

After adoption: Direct contact
and relationships, by Carole
Smith and Janette Logan,
Routledge, London, 2003.

Based on UK research with

adoptive parents, children 

and birth relatives, this book

considers the impact on all 

concerned of children’s post-

adoption contact with birth

relatives.The initial chapter

looks at adoption in its historical

context and summarises the 

legislative changes that have

affected it over time. Brief 

discussion is also given to

changes in adoption practice –

for example, the openness in

adoption arrangements. Open-

ness in adoption is considered

more fully in Chapters Two and

Three.These chapters outline

the practice of open adoption,

issues surrounding adoption

and identity, and what the

research says about the impact

of contact on birth and adoptive

parents and children. Chapter

Four focuses on the study

undertaken by the authors,

giving details of research issues

and methods and the sample

characteristics.The latter half of

the book provides details of the

Carole Jean is the Reference

Librarian in the Institute’s Family

Information Centre.

When the children arrive:
A resource book for carers,
by The Mirabel Foundation,
St Kilda South, 2001.
Price: $20.00.

This practical booklet was 

written to assist carers address

and recognise some of the 

problems and issues that can

arise when they become the 

primary carer of a child/children

affected by parental drug use.

The first section of the book 

covers topics such as the 

behavioural problems of the

children, how to talk about drug

issues with children, and grief.

Excerpts from actual carers are 

a prominent feature of this 

section.The second part deals

with practical issue such as 

the law relating to the care of

children, and information on

how to deal with government

bodies such as Courts and 

Centrelink. A list of useful 

contacts (mainly Victorian

based) is also included.

medical care, counselling 

services and individuals’ rights.

Part Two offers information to

family, friends and partners,

looking at the role these people

can play,addressing the survivors

immediate concerns, and 

long-term communication

strategies.The final section of

the booklet gives details on

outcomes of the study. Chapter

Five examines the role of 

adoption agencies in preparing

both birth and adoptive families

for open adoption. Individual

chapters then focus on the

views of adoptive parents,

birth relatives and the adopted

children themselves.This book

would make essential reading

for anyone involved with the

out-of-home care of children.
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19–21 February 2004
Helping Families Change 
Auckland, NZ

Broad topic interest areas at 
the Helping Families Change
Conference: Home,Workplace
and Community will include:
Policy and population level 
intervention; Recent develop-
ments in family intervention
research; Interventions with 
families in transition: separation
and divorce; Interventions with
families with special needs;
Family intervention and employee
assistance: reciprocal benefits 
for families and workplaces; and
Cultural issues and parenting.

Further information: Steven
Hayns, Scientific Program Chair,
Triple P Centre, PO Box 74025
Market Road, Remuera, Auckland
NZ. Phone: +64 9 520 7164. Fax:
+64 9 520 0698. Email: triplep@
xtra.co.nz (or triplep@xtra.co.nz
for registration enquiries).
Web: www.triplep.net

5–7 March 2004
Longevity
Sydney, NSW

This inaugural International 
Conference on Longevity will
examine issues confronting
health and longevity: improving
quality and length of life; theories
of ageing and recent develop-
ments in life-span research;
prevention, early detection and
treatment of age-related diseases
and dysfunctions; integrating
healthy ageing strategies into
clinical practice.

Further information: Conference
Secretariat, Locked Bag Q4002,
QVB Post Office NSW 1230.
Phone: 1 300 553 275. Fax: (02)
9290 2444. Email: longevity@

icms.com.au.Web:www.longevity-
international.com

31 March – 2 April 2004
Intensive Family Services 
Sydney, NSW

Intensive Family Services (IFS) are
designed to work intensively
with a family in the family’s own
home or community with the
objective of improving that family’s
functioning and preventing the
unnecessary placement of 
children into care.“In partnership
with Families: Stepping off the
Roundabout”, the 5th National
Intensive Family Services 
Practice Symposium, will be
hosted by the Spastic Centre 
of New South Wales and 
UnitingCare Burnside.

Further information: Sharyn Low,
Symposium Secretariat, Matrix
On Board, PO Box 4023, Pitt 
Town NSW 2756. Phone: (02) 4572
3079. Fax: (02) 4572 3972.
Email: sharyn@mob.com.au.
Web: www.mob.com.au/ifs2004

1–2 April 2004
Globalisation, families and work
Brisbane, Qld

Families Australia will convene
this conference that will focus 
on issues of work and family, and
meeting the policy challenges of
the next two decades.

Further information: Phone: (02)
6273 4885. Fax: (02) 6273 4886.
Email: conference@families
australia.org.au 

26–30 April 2004
Health Promotion and Health
Education
Melbourne, Vic

With the theme “Valuing 
diversity, reshaping power:
Exploring pathways for health
and wellbeing”, the 18th 
World Conference on Health 
Promotion and Health Education
(Health2004) is auspiced by the
International Union for Health
Promotion and Education
(IUHPE), based in Paris.The 
conference will also host the 
triennial General Assembly of
IUHPE members. Support for the
conference also comes from the
World Health Organisation and
the Australian Government and
the Victorian Government.

Further information:Web: www.
health2004.com.au/default.asp 

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

2–4 June 2004
Volunteering
East Melbourne, Vic

Volunteering Australia is pleased
to announce the 10th National
Conference on Volunteering. Four
primary sub-themes will guide
the conference: Revolution;
Contribution; Solution; Institu-
tion.The conference is seeking to
explore a number of key questions
within each of these themes.

Further information: Volunteering
Conference,The Conference
Organiser, PO Box 385, Malvern,
Vic 3144. Phone: (03) 9509 7121.
Fax:(03) 9509 7151.Email: info@con
org.com.au.Web:www.nvsc.org.au 

25–27 July 2004
Building Cohesive Communities 
Melbourne, Vic

The Victorian chapter of Early
Childhood Intervention Australia
(ECIA) invites participants to Sixth
Biennial National ECIA Conference
- Broadening the Vision: Building
Cohesive Communities for 
Children and Families. It will focus
on the benefits that the provision
of inclusive, positive, community
oriented opportunities bring for
children with additional needs
and their families.

Further information: Conference
Design Pty Ltd, PO Box 342, Sandy
Bay,Tas 7006.Email:mail@cdesign.
com.au.Web: www.cdesign.
com.au/ecia2004 

26–28 August 2004
Rural and Remote Health
Alice Springs, NT

The 2004 National Services for
Australian Rural and Remote Allied
Health (SARRAH) Conference has
the theme “Walking together,

side by side”.This conference for
rural and remote allied health
professionals will explore a range
of themes, including politics, poli-
cies and money; service models;
IT and telehealth; Indigenous
health issues;and workforce issues.

Further information: The 2004
National SARRAH Conference,
National Rural Health Alliance, PO
Box 280, Deakin West ACT 2600.
Phone: (02) 6285 4660. Fax: (02)
6285 4670. Email: conference@
ruralhealth.org.au; register@
ruralhealth.org.au.Web: www.
sarrah.org.au

1–3 September 2004
Mental Health Conference
Gold Coast, Qld

The Australian Infant, Child,
Adolescent and Family Mental
Health Association has
announced its 5th Conference,
with its theme of “Harvesting
hope across the lifespan”.

Further information:Web: www.
aicafmha.net.au/conferences/gol
dcoast2004/index.html

15–17 September 2004
Population and Society
Canberra, ACT

With the theme, Population and
Society:Issues,Research,Policy,the
12th Biennial Conference of the
Australian Population Association
will focus on the links between
population issues and policy
directions.

Further information: Dr Ann Evans,
Program Convenor, Centre for
Social Research, RSSS, Australian
National University, Acton ACT
0200. Phone: (02) 6125 0133.
Email: Ann.Evans@anu.edu.au

26–30 September 2004
Family Law
Gold Coast, Qld

Explore family law in 2004! 
The 11th National Family Law
Conference in 2004 will host 
presentations by nationally 
and internationally renowned
speakers and draw together key
decision makers within family law.

Further information: Conference
Secretariat - Intermedia Conven-
tion and Event Management,
PO Box 1280, Milton Qld 4064.
Phone: (07) 3858 5592. Fax: (07)
3858 5510. Email: fl2004@im.
com.au.Web: www.familylaw
section.org.au

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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The unpaid work of older Australians
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FAMILY MATTERS (yearly, three issues)

Individual subscription $35.70 $ .
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Overseas subscription $50.00 $ .

OTHER INSTITUTE PUBLICATIONS
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AIFS Annual Report 2002–2003 Free
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There is no postage charge for Family Matters but other publications attract a postage fee
Postage and handling charge per order
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Overseas surface postage – A$10.00 
Overseas airmail – A$15.00 Post/Handling $ .

Total $ .
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Name of cardholder _________________________________

Cardholder’s signature _______________________________
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Expiry Date:__________________ (month) ________ (year)

Please complete your address details overleaf 

Order form

N E W

P U B L I C A T I O N S

As the populations in many countries age, the
direct financial costs to governments are
expected to rise due to the income support
and health costs associated with an older pop-
ulation. A focus on these financial costs has
led to an unduly negative, problem-oriented
view of population ageing that neglects the
contribution of older citizens to the social and
economic wellbeing of the nation.

This latest research paper from the Institute
explores just one aspect of the contributions of
older Australians.It demonstrates that,as an age
cohort, older people make valuable economic
contributions to Australian society through the
time they spend in voluntary work and in
unpaid caring in their own household, to their
family members in other households, and to
non-family members in the wider community.

It is estimated that Australians aged over 65
years contribute almost $39 billion per year in

unpaid caring and voluntary work and, if the
unpaid contribution of those aged 55–64
years is included, this contribution rises to
almost $72 billion per annum.

Measuring the value of unpaid household,
caring and voluntary work of older 
Australians, by David de Vaus, Matthew
Gray and David Stanton, AIFS Research
Paper No. 34, November 2003. 32 pages.
Also accessible online.

With the exception of Family Matters, the publications listed in these pages are free of charge.
They are available in print, by returning the attached order form, with payment of postage 
to the Institute. They are also available online at the Institute’s website www.aifs.gov.au.
The Institute also has a range of other publications available – please see our website.

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

NEWS FROM ACSSA 

A V A I L A B L E  N O W

AIFS ANNUAL REPORT 
Family Matters readers
who would like to know
more of the Institute’s
operations and activi-
ties may obtain copies
of the Annual Report
2002–2003 available
now (free of charge)
from the Institute.
Also accessible online.

A shortened version of the paper appears on pp. 34-39 of this edition of Family Matters.

The Australian Centre for the Study of Sex-
ual Assault (ACSSA), at the Australian
Institute of Family Studies, has now
released the second in both its Newsletter
and Briefing Paper series. Among the con-
tents of ACSSA Aware No. 2 (November
2003, 24 pages) are articles on the chal-
lenge of Indigenous family violence,
and differing perspectives on “preventing”
sexual assault. The topic of ACSSA Briefing
No.2 (November 2003,12 pages),written by
Alexandra Neame,is “Beyond drink spiking:
Drug and alcohol facilitated sexual assault”.
Also accessible online.
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print edition, an online subscription provides access to the latest issue and back issues in one place. Check out the website
for more information and to subscribe online – www.informit.com.au/library/default.asp?t=coverpage&r=FAMILY_MATTERS

Individuals $35.70

Organisations $39.00

Overseas A$50.00

FAMILY MATTERS SUBSCRIPTION PRICES

FAMILY MATTERS ONLINE

Subscribe now for the next three exciting and
informative issues of Family Matters. You can
renew your existing subscription or take out a
new one by returning the renewal notices we
have mailed to you, or by filling in the order form
on this page.

Family Matters

O U T S O O N A V A I L A B L E  N O W CHILD PROTECTION 

Stronger Families Learning Exchange
Bulletin No. 4 focuses on the work
accomplished at the National Work-
shop for Stronger Families Fund
projects,held in Melbourne in April
2003. It features papers presented
at the workshop and a selection 
of reflections on the workshop
provided by participants and
organisers. Published by the Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies,
Bulletin No. 4, Spring/Summer
2003. 40 pages.
Also accessible online.

STRONGER FAMILIES 

The National Child Protection Clearing-
house, at the Australian Institute of Family
Studies,is pleased to release its latest three
publications. These are: Issues Paper No. 18
(24 pages), “Accessibility issues in child
abuse prevention services”, by Janet 
Stanley and Katie Kovacs; Issues Paper 
No.19 (32 pages),“Child abuse and neglect
in Indigenous Australian communities”, by
Janet Stanley,Adam M.Tomison and Julian
Pocock; and the Child Abuse Prevention
Newsletter (vol. 11, no. 2, Spring/Summer
2003,32 pages).
Also accessible 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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